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 Abstract 
 
How low-income individuals plan for and cope with government support loss 
 
Mary A. Prenovost 
 
Dr. Gilda Morelli, Advisor 
 
Although trying to survive on a low income is challenging for all individuals, the 
experience of losing government supports can propel households into a crisis situation 
which may cause them to act or react in distinctive ways. This study used a survey of 78 
low-income women followed by in-depth interviews with 18 of these women to explore 
how two groups of women—those close to losing government supports (i.e., within three 
months) and those further from losing government supports (i.e., experienced at least one 
year ago)—plan for and cope with financially vulnerable periods in their lives and how 
they fare as a result. 
There are two parts to this research. First, information on government support use, 
social support, proactive coping, and overall well-being were gathered using survey 
techniques. Linear regression and mediation analyses were conducted to further explore 
the association between these constructs. Proactive coping was found to be a significant 
predictor of well-being (R2=.305, β=.552, p<.01), but social support did not mediate this 
relation. Findings from the survey also demonstrated the women in the near loss group 
scored higher on proactive coping and well-being measures, and the far from loss group 
scored higher on measures of social support.  
Second, a sub-sample of the survey participants were chosen for an in-depth 
interview based on when they lost (or were anticipating to lose) government supports. 
This sub-sample was invited to discuss their resource loss experience, how they planned 
 for and coped with this loss, and what role other factors such as social support, 
consideration of future consequences, choice deferral, and perceived transaction costs 
played in this process and what it meant for their well-being. The conversations with the 
women revealed that the group near a loss situation deferred decisions less frequently and 
had shorter planning horizons focusing more on the immediate (and less on the future) 
consequences of their decisions. While the far from loss group discussed, with less 
urgency, their plans as being distant and spoke of their more extensive social support 
networks. Both groups discussed similar sentiments of shame, degradation, and 
inconvenience associated with their experiences at the welfare office, and although the 
cost of this transaction outweighed the benefit for the women in the far from loss group, 
the near loss participants chose to endure it to receive the assistance.  
This research demonstrated that individuals who face government support loss 
because of an increase in income and who proactively plan make better strides towards 
becoming economically self-sufficient and investing in the health and well-being of their 
families now and in the future. This, in turn, may continue to encourage and promote the 
ability to act in proactive ways and may lead to greater overall well-being.  
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Chapter One: The Conflict between Low Wages and Government Support 
 
 It is assumed that as a worker’s wages increase, they will have more money. 
However, this is not the case for many working poor families. As income increases, 
government supports decline. Some are precipitously withdrawn, resulting in an overall 
dip in household resources—often referred to as the “cliff effect.” The purpose of this 
research is to understand how low-income women plan for and cope with financially 
vulnerable periods in their lives and how they fare as a result. 
 The number of working poor families1 in the United States rose from 9.2 million 
(27.5 percent of all working families) in 2002 to 9.5 million (28.2 percent of all working 
families) in 2006. Nearly 21 million or about one-third of all children live in these 
households (Working Poor Families Project, 2008).  Even though Massachusetts is one of 
the wealthiest states in the nation, poverty is an increasingly significant problem in the 
Commonwealth.  Sixteen percent of families working in Massachusetts (116,690) earn 
incomes that are lower than 200 percent of the Federal Poverty Line (FPL) (The 
American Community Survey, 2005). However, it is misguided to assume low-income 
families are not working hard; on the contrary, they work roughly one and one-quarter 
full-time jobs at a time (or 2,552 hours/year) (Working Poor Families Project, 2008). Yet, 
despite their solid work efforts most low-income wage-earners are unable to make ends 
meet and this is becoming a greater problem under the prevailing economic conditions. 
The Massachusetts Family Economic Self-Sufficiency Standard (FESS) estimates 
                                                 
1 “Working poor” and “low-income” are frequently used to describe a household earning below 200 percent 
of the Federal Poverty Line (FPL).  
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that a single-parent family in Massachusetts with two young children would need an 
annual income of between $48,000 and $58,0002 (in 2006) to afford basic needs without 
any government supports (Pearce, 2006). Even though reaching the point of 
independence from government support is a significant goal for most low-income 
individuals, the path leading to it is riddled with obstacles.  
To earn an income that ensures economic self-sufficiency is unattainable for low-
income individuals if, like the majority, they are earning minimum wage ($8.00/hour in 
Massachusetts).  An individual working full-time for an entire year at minimum wage 
brings home only $16,640 annually (Acs & Loprest, 2005), which is far from the $58,000 
necessary to be able to get by in Boston. Low-wage workers in Massachusetts have also 
recently experienced one of the largest declines in income in the country, dropping 7 
percent ($10.84/hour to $10.08/hour) from 2003-20063 (Massachusetts Budget and Policy 
Center, 2007). To make matters worse, the cost of living has soared. The cost of housing 
in Massachusetts is one of the highest in the nation. Since 73 percent of its working poor 
families spend more than one-third of their income on housing, Massachusetts ranks 49th 
nationally on affordable housing measures (Working Poor Families Project, 2008).  
 Not only do low-wage jobs fail to provide wages that cover the cost of living, 
characteristics of typical low-wage jobs create additional challenges for individuals as 
well. Many low-wage jobs are in the service industry which provide few if any benefits, 
irregular hours, unpredictable employment, and little flexibility (Daly, 2004; Lein, 
                                                 
2 According to FESS, an adult with two children actually needs $48,513 to be self-sufficient in Worcester, 
and $58,133 to be self-sufficient in Boston (Pearce, 2006). Yet, 200% FPL for a family of three for this 
year was $32,484.  
3 Only 3 other states (Indiana, Iowa and Colorado) experienced larger decreases during this period 
(Massachusetts Budget and Policy Center, 2007). 
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Benjamin, McManus, & Roy, 2005; Presser, 2004). These job conditions make it 
increasingly difficult for low-income individuals to manage their household 
responsibilities, particularly if emergency situations arise. Although low wages, high 
costs of living, and poor work conditions confine low-income individuals and their 
families to a state of enduring poverty and thwart their ability to advance to the middle 
class, the government strives to improve their situation by providing supports to cover 
their basic needs.  
Government supports (such as child care assistance or Food Stamps4) are vital to 
helping low-income families meet fundamental needs such as housing, nutrition, child 
care, heating for their homes, and health care. For the most part, individuals who receive 
government supports find that the gap between their earnings and needs are generally met 
as a result of the government assistance they receive (Albelda & Shea, 2007). A majority 
of individuals, however, do not receive all the government supports they are eligible for 
because of various barriers to accessing and using these resources (Albelda & Shea, 
2007). Government supports are limited in availability because of stringent eligibility 
criteria, insufficient funding, limited awareness, and lengthy and demanding application 
processes (e.g., Albelda & Shea, 2007). 
The way in which government supports are discontinued also poses significant 
problems for those in need. At some point, increased income and government supports 
come into conflict. For most government support programs each additional dollar that is 
                                                 
4 The 2008 Farm Bill (The Food, Conservation, and Energy Act of 2008, P.L. 110-246) that recently passed 
has made several changes to the Food Stamp Program including the renaming of the program. It is now 
called the “Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program” (SNAP) (Dean, Pawling, & Rosenbaum, 2008). 
However, this dissertation will continue to use “Food Stamps” to describe this government support. 
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earned puts the low-income household in danger of losing a substantial amount of valued 
financial assistance. When the loss of government support occurs it often decreases the 
household’s total financial resources so drastically that it resembles the experience of 
falling off a cliff; this is, as a result, called the “cliff effect.” However, not all government 
supports are fully cut off the moment the individual’s income tips 1 cent over the 
eligibility threshold.  Other government supports, such as child care assistance and 
Section 8 housing vouchers, phase-out (i.e., require a greater co-payment) as household 
income rises.  Regardless of how the government support withdrawal occurs, the 
household is still placed in a precarious position as they try to plan for and cope with a 
sudden loss in financial resources.   
The path that workers who receive government support must travel is riddled with 
potholes. As seen in Figure 1, a family of three receiving all government supports (for 
which they are eligible) is financially better off making $11 per hour than making $31 per 
hour. As the worker traverses from $11 per hour to $31 per hour, they experience a series 
of fluctuations in their net monthly resources as their government supports are completely 
cut off or begin to phase-out.  In essence, increased income begins to cost these families 
as it leads to a drop or decline in government supports and the family ends up financially 
worse off than they were before they received the wage increase. This situation creates 
the feeling of running in place and never getting ahead regardless of increased work 
and/or income (Albelda & Shea, 2007).  
The most common reason for an individual to reach a government support cliff  
or phase-out is because of increased earnings from employment. However, any increase 
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Figure 2.  
Earned Hourly Wages vs. Net Monthly Resources5 
 
in household income whether it is a result of, for example, the sudden receipt of child  
support payments or a dependent’s earnings being counted as household income, can  
push the household beyond the eligibility threshold and trigger the loss of government  
supports.  However, to fully understand the impact of government support loss, it is  
necessary to go beyond mapping where and how the loss occurs to understanding how  
low-income individuals think about, plan for, and manage this loss.  
Although financial support provided by the government is highly valuable for 
                                                 
5 Figure 1 depicts a single parent with 2 children (ages 3 & 8) in Boston with all eligible government 
supports which include child care assistance, Child Tax Credit, Earned Income Tax Credit, Food Stamps 
(SNAP), MassHealth, Section 8 rental housing assistance, and Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for 
Women, Infants, and Children. Net Monthly Resources are the household’s combined earnings plus 
government supports. 
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low-income individuals (Seccombe, 2002), other sources (e.g., family, friends, neighbors, 
community programs, and churches) provide vital assistance, as well.  Reliable personal 
and social resources play an important role in helping low-income individuals manage 
stressful events (e.g., Llanos, Orozco, & Garcia, 1999). However, when the need for 
assistance is persistent or too severe, too much pressure may be placed on their social 
support network, subsequently driving them away at a time when they are most needed 
(Bolger, Foster, Vinokur, & Ng, 1996; Lane & Hobfoll, 1992; Park & Folkman, 1997).  
The loss of just one resource can be detrimental to an individual and their family on 
various levels (Garey, 1999).  And once a loss spiral gets started, it is likely to accelerate 
(Seiling, 2006) and create a snowball effect of loss and hardship. 
Oftentimes low-wage laborers are balancing multiple jobs, have no chance of 
advancement, are overworked, feel exhausted, have less time and energy to spend with 
children and family (London et al., 2004), sacrifice sleep, relinquish family routine, 
endure economic instability, and forfeit leisure time (Garey, 1999). These “tradeoffs,” 
which are the compromises or sacrifices that people make in their job and/or personal life 
to fulfill family responsibilities and personal goals, play an important and often 
understated role in how low-income individuals make decisions about work and family 
(e.g. London, Scott, Edin, & Hunter, 2004). Low-income women, in particular, are 
concerned about having less time and energy to spend with their children (London et al., 
2004), and the physical and psychological costs of balancing employment and child care 
are correlated with maternal depression, which in turn is associated with parenting styles 
that affect the psychological development and behaviors of children (Duncan & Brooks-
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Gunn, 1997; Hofferth, Smith, McCloyd, & Finkelstein, 2000). Examining the ways in 
which parents, particularly mothers, manage the competing demands of work and family 
is imperative when researching how families make decisions regarding employment, 
family needs, and resource use; yet the majority of the work/family literature tends to 
exclusively focus on the experiences of middle-class women even though this conundrum 
is experienced by individuals of all economic backgrounds.   
Although low-income mothers must manage the same fundamental double bind 
between work and family as their higher income counterparts, it is clear that a majority of 
low-income individuals are even further challenged by their lack of personally-controlled 
resources (e.g., dependent on outside sources of assistance, such as government, charity, 
family, and friends). Yet low-income individuals who are threatened with a sudden loss 
of economic resources face even greater challenges. They must carefully balance the 
costs and benefits of their decisions and circumstances as they struggle to meet their 
relational and family obligations (e.g., child care), their personal needs, and their 
employment requirements while simultaneously preparing for the impending decrease in 
their net resources. Although balancing work, family, and finances is a challenge for 
everyone, it is particularly taxing for low-income individuals who face a crisis situation. 
Consequently, the ways in which these individuals manage their resources to meet their 
needs may determine how well they fare. 
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 
This study focuses on how low-income individuals in vulnerable financial 
positions manage this circumstance. This chapter will review the literature from multiple 
disciplines to examine how previous research has investigated several of the components 
individually related to this process. 
Resources 
   ‘Resources’ are material or non-material assets that individuals and their families 
are able to draw upon to meet their needs, fulfill their desires, or contribute to smooth 
family functioning. Resources can come from different sources—public sector (e.g., the 
federal or state government), private sector (e.g., church groups or community centers), 
or interpersonal relationships (e.g., friends, family, or neighbors). Resources are not 
limited to monetary values. Time, information, (Ziol-Guest, Kalil, & DeLeire, 2004), 
services (e.g., babysitting), and emotional or psychological counsel (e.g., comfort from a 
friend) are other examples of important resources for families.   
Although public benefits (or government supports) from the government exist to 
assist poor families (such as housing assistance, child care assistance, Food Stamps, etc.), 
they are often not reliable because they frequently do not reach all individuals in need 
(Albelda & Shea, 2007); they are often short-term, dropping off soon after a raise in 
income; and they rely on the individual to know what is available to them and how to go 
about securing these supports (Orthner, Jones-Sanpei, & Williamson, 2004).  
For all government supports, a “coverage gap” exists wherein many eligible 
individuals do not receive subsidies due to a lack of funding and waiting lists that can 
9 
 
take years (Albelda & Shea, 2007). For example, of those eligible in Massachusetts, 
housing supports do not reach 68 percent of these individuals, child care assistance does 
not reach 62 percent, Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) does not reach 
63 percent, and Food Stamps do not reach 66 percent (Albelda & Shea, 2007).  Even the 
programs deemed as the most effective—Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) and 
Medicaid (MassHealth)—still have coverage gaps of 13 percent and 40 percent, 
respectively (Albelda & Shea, 2007). Although the majority of individuals who need 
government supports do not receive them for various reasons, the individuals that do 
receive government supports find that the gap between their earnings and needs diminish 
somewhat as a result of their subsidy receipt (Albelda & Shea, 2007). However, there is a 
discrepancy between how the government defines ‘needs being met’ and the actual cost 
of living.  
The Federal Poverty Level (FPL) (i.e., $18,310 for a family of three in 2009), 
which serves as the base measure for most government support eligibility thresholds, is 
an antiquated gauge that does not vary according to family type or geographic location, 
and does not account for the state’s high cost of living. A more accurate measure of a 
family’s ability to meet its basic needs is the Massachusetts Family Economic Self-
sufficiency Standard (FESS) (Pearce, 2006). Contrary to the FPL, FESS is sensitive to 
family configuration, is adjusted by state region for cost of living, and assesses the 
current costs of basic living expenses including housing, food, health care, child care, 
transportation, miscellaneous items, and taxes. According to FESS, an adult with two 
children (one preschooler and one school-age child) needs an annual income of $48,513 
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to afford basic needs without any government support to live in Worcester and $58,133 to 
live in Boston (Pearce, 2006). Although government supports may be considered 
valuable because they help meet certain basic needs (Seccombe, 2002), there is 
substantial disparity between the government’s view on what is needed to be 
economically self-sufficient and the actual cost of living. To make matters worse, most 
government supports completely drop off or substantially increase co-payments when the 
household annually earns $28,000 which is well before they reach the necessary $58,000 
per year to independently cover basic living expenses. Individuals in this conundrum find 
themselves increasingly vulnerable and often reach out to others for help.   
Social Support 
Family, friends, community members (Gomel, Tinsley, Parke, & Clark, 1998), 
neighbors, and institutions (Sidel, 2006) are other sources of resources that often help to 
provide a critical safety net for low-income individuals and their families. The presence 
of strong personal and social resources are particularly helpful in creating a buffer against 
economic stressors for low-income individuals and matters for overall well-being (e.g., 
Llanos, Orozco, & Garcia, 1999), particularly for single mothers in low-income families 
(McLoyd, 1990). Support such as money, goods, and emotional support from family and 
friends, for example, has been found to be a critical source of assistance for low-income 
families (Auh, Cook, Crull, & Fletcher, 2006; Camasso & Camasso, 1986; Hashima & 
Amato, 1994; Llanos, Orozco, & Garcia, 1999; Lorenz, Conger, & Montague, 1994; 
Monroe, Tiller, O’Neil, & Blalock, 2007; Romich, 2007).  
Auh, Cook, Crull, and Fletcher (2006) found that although some individuals 
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received government support to cover their housing needs, a majority of the individuals 
they studied relied on some sort of informal support which primarily came from kin, 
particularly parents and stepparents. These individuals often employed strategies such as 
renting from their parents or friends to reduce housing expenses. Other individuals 
employed the practice of “doubling up” with kin and friends (Auh, Cook, Crull, & 
Fletcher, 2006). Research has found that various social resources (particularly relatives, 
friends, neighbors, community organizations, and churches) influence positive parenting 
(Edin & Lein, 1997; Jencks & Mayer, 1990; Sampson, 1992; Yoshikawa, 1999) and 
reduce parental stress (Conger, Ge, Elder, Lorenz, & Simons, 1994; Elder, Eccles, Ardelt, 
& Lord, 1995). Essentially, the benefit of having close relationships with people who are 
willing to share their resources and emotional counsel within these support networks is 
particularly valuable for low-income individuals and their families (Monroe et al., 2007).  
Decision-making 
 According to economic theory, when an individual makes a decision they 
consider if the behavior results in a goal or product that the family or individual values; if 
it involves the allocation of scarce resources; and if the tradeoffs (costs and benefits) are 
weighed in a rational way (Bryant, 1990). However, as evidenced by a great deal of 
research in the field of behavioral economics, decisions are not always entirely rational 
(e.g., Kahneman, 2003). Economists recognize that individuals and families value their 
resources and are driven by the motivation to maintain them (Foster, 2002). Foster (2002) 
asserts, “Economists view all decisions as fundamentally the same—they involve the 
allocation of scarce resources among desirable, competing ends” (p. 1905); this is 
12 
 
particularly true for low-income individuals. 
 The model of household production maintains that families merge their 
personally owned or bought resources with their time to produce items—labeled 
“household commodities”—which provide value or well-being for their family (Becker, 
1991). This model resonates with family systems theory (Bowen, 1978) which 
emphasizes the interdependence within families and the impact of important household 
decisions on all family members. Not only can families serve as an important resource to 
an individual, but they may also play a significant role in how the individual makes 
decisions about access to and use of resources and its effect on their own and their 
family’s well-being.  
Transaction Costs 
Although assistance is undoubtedly helpful to individuals in need, there may be 
costs associated with receiving aid from the government or from family and friends and 
this may, as Bryant (1990) suggested, be a tradeoff they weigh and which consequently 
plays a role in the decision they make. For example, individuals may feel ashamed to 
receive government assistance (Gray, 2005) or may feel obligated to return the favor to a 
family member or friend that has helped them (Edin & Lein, 1997; Stack, 1974). More 
specifically, transaction costs are the “comparative costs of planning, adapting, and 
monitoring task completion” (Williamson, 1981, pp. 552–553) and they are often taken 
into consideration when decisions are made regarding the use of resources (Edin & Lein, 
1997), particularly government supports (Hobfoll, & Spielberger, 1992).  
An example of a transaction cost is the time it takes to apply for a government 
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support (e.g., the number of pages in a Food Stamp application) or the ‘red tape’ the 
individual must cut through before they are considered for subsidy receipt (Bhattarai, 
Duffy, & Raymond, 2005; O'Brien, Pendergast, Thompson, Fruchter, & Aldeen, 2001).  
Another added cost to applying for government aid is not receiving the government 
support immediately. In reality, most individuals are put on waiting lists or in lotteries 
that can take years. As of May 1, 2008, there are 18,217 children in Massachusetts that 
are on the waiting list for child care vouchers (Loya, Liberman,  Albelda, & Babcock, 
2008). Additionally, the waiting list for Section 8 housing assistance is approximately 5.8 
years long for the Greater Boston Area (Loya, Liberman, Albelda, & Babcock, 2008).  
 However, the transaction costs associated with applying for government supports 
can be minimized. For example, the transaction costs associated with child care subsidies 
have been found to be reduced by placing child care referral agents within welfare offices 
(Ficano, Gennetian, & Morris, 2006). Although there are considerable costs associated 
with receiving aid from the government and from family and friends, many individuals 
choose to continually seek out the assistance offered by these sources of support.   
Choice Deferral  
Findings from research in behavioral economics additionally shed light on the 
process involved in making decisions and considering the future. Choice deferral is a 
term that has been used to describe delayed decisions (Dhar, 1996). There are many 
reasons why individuals defer making decisions. Research has shown that, for example, 
indecisive individuals often delay making decisions longer than decisive individuals do if 
they cannot identify another alternative that they prefer (Janis & Mann, 1977). This 
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pattern may hold true for low-income individuals as well, yet the consequences of 
delaying decision-making may be more detrimental because of their limited options to 
begin with and/or limited resources overall. Although researchers purport that delaying a 
decision is often done to avoid a difficult decision in hopes of eventually coming across 
an easier choice (Janis & Mann, 1977), this may lead to greater problems for low-income 
individuals. For example, by not meeting with their social service provider or doing 
research to figure out when they will lose a government support, the individual will most 
likely be surprised by the loss and thus not prepared to cope with the effects of the loss.    
The Consideration of Future Consequences 
The consideration of future consequences (Strathman, Gleicher, Boninger, & 
Edwards, 1994; Zimbardo & Boyd, 1999) or ‘‘the extent to which people consider the 
potential distant outcomes of their current behaviors and the extent to which they are 
influenced by these potential outcomes” (Strathman et al., 1994; p. 743) may also be 
applicable to the ways in which low-income individuals make decisions. Some 
individuals (those low in consideration of future consequences) attach a high degree of 
importance to the immediate consequences of behaviors, while others (those high in 
consideration of future consequences) attach a high degree of importance to the future 
consequences of behaviors (Strathman et al., 1994). Although the future is uncertain for 
all individuals, it may particularly difficult—yet very important—for working poor 
individuals to look ahead to make strategic decisions that will help them cope with 
potential or actual resource loss.   
Resource Loss 
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 Poor individuals and their families are frequently at risk of losing their precious 
few resources which could result in catastrophe (Hobfoll, Johnson, Ennis, & Jackson, 
2003). Resource loss has been linked to increased emotional distress, specifically 
depression and anger, whereas resource gain has been shown to decrease emotional 
distress regardless of the family’s economic status (Hobfoll et al., 2003). This is 
particularly true for women in low-income families who often experience higher levels of 
distress compared to any other member of the family (Seiling, 2006). In fact, a loss in 
resources (especially for low-income families) may lead to more hardship than the relief 
experienced of a comparable gain in resources (Hobfoll, 1989). Given the negative 
effects of resource loss on individuals and their families, they must be judicious in how 
they steward and maintain their limited resources. 
 The Conservation of Resources (COR) theory posits that when people experience 
a time of resource loss they organize their other resources in an attempt to stimulate a 
gain cycle that counterbalances their recent loss (Hobfoll, 1988, 1998); this is done 
largely because the experience of resource loss is more potent than resource gain 
(Hobfoll, 1989). The COR theory predicts that if the loss of resources is threatened or 
actually occurs, and/or if sufficient resources are unable to be reclaimed at sometime in 
the near future, then an individual will experience stress (Hobfoll, 2001). This stress 
induced by resource loss then may strain the individual’s ability to cope, thus threatening 
their well-being (Hobfoll, 1989; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984).  
Coping with Resource Loss 
Coping is related to different qualities of the person (e.g., hopefulness, sense of 
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humor, sociability, self-efficacy, and the ability to adapt) that have been shown to help 
individuals deal with challenges (Anthony, 1987; Cohler, Stott & Musick, 1995; Rutter, 
1985). Personal qualities are important in how well an individual can access and 
successfully use resources and may relate to how effectively they can cope with stressful 
circumstances (Voydanoff, 2007). Individuals with high levels of self-efficacy—the 
belief in oneself that they can respond appropriately in a given circumstance (Bandura, 
1982)—for example, tend to more actively and resolutely approach challenging situations 
compared to individuals with lower levels of self-efficacy who often avoid challenging 
situations (Bandura, 1982; Bandura, Cioffi, Taylor, & Brouillard, 1988). Personal 
qualities may guide the individual to other resources or to create strategies to help them 
plan for and cope with government support loss or future hardship. 
Proactive Coping 
 Coping traditionally refers to activities that minimize or tolerate demands that are 
perceived as potential threats or losses (Folkman & Lazarus, 1985; Lazarus & Folkman, 
1984). However, sometimes people make efforts in advance (Aspinwall & Taylor, 1997). 
“Proactive coping” denotes when the accumulation of resources and diverse coping skills 
are “undertaken in advance of a potentially stressful event to prevent it or to modify its 
form before it occurs” (Aspinwall & Taylor, 1997, p. 417). Proactive coping is 
conceptualized as a set of competencies rather than a relatively stable disposition 
(Aspinwall & Taylor, 1997). These competencies include behaviors such as detection of 
and attention to potential stressors, mental envisioning of the future and the stressful 
event, use of feedback from other individuals, accumulating resources (Aspinwall & 
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Taylor, 1997), and goal setting (Greenglass, 2001). The development and use of these 
kinds of skills and activities is central to proactive coping.   
Proactive coping is not a commonly discussed process because research focuses 
on what happens when individuals do not successfully deal with loss (i.e., the experience 
of stress) (Aspinwall & Taylor, 1997).  Coping in a proactive manner may reduce the 
amount of stress experienced when stress does occur (Hobfoll, 1988, 1989) by giving the 
individual the chance to develop more options to deal with it. This, in turn, could result in 
the need for fewer resources and, if dealt with correctly, could result in less stressful 
events in the future (Aspinwall & Taylor, 1997) and greater well-being overall.  
Measures of Well-being 
It seems logical (as the economic models assert) that individuals have a strong 
desire to reach personally comfortable and secure levels of financial, social, physical, and 
psychological well-being. Yet, disciplines vary widely in how well-being is 
conceptualized. Psychologists, for example, have extensively studied well-being 
(Campbell, 1981; Ryan & Deci, 2001). Although the distinctions of well-being have been 
debated, it is generally thought of by psychologists as referring to “optimal psychological 
functioning and experience” (Springer & Hauser, 2006, p. 1081). There is no single 
comprehensive measure of well-being that is universally accepted among psychologists; 
rather different assessments can be used to complement each other. Although psychology 
has historically focused on negative affect—for example, depression (e.g., Beck, Ward, 
Mendelson, Mock, & Erbaugh, 1961; Radloff, 1977)—there has been a growing 
appreciation for positive indicators as well (e.g., Schmutte & Ryff, 1997).   
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 A subfield in psychology, subjective well-being (SWB), aims at understanding 
how individuals evaluate their lives in terms of both negative and positive emotions.  A 
commonly used subjective well-being measure is the cross-culturally tested Satisfaction 
with Life Scale developed by psychologists (SWLS; Diener, Emmons, Larsen, & Griffin, 
1985), which has five items rated on a 7-point Likert scale (Diener, Suh, & Oishi, 1997). 
Self-reported subjective well-being is typically measured by asking a single general 
question “All things considered, how satisfied are you with your life as a whole these 
days?” (The World Values Survey) or “Taken all together, how would you say things are 
these days? Would you say that you are very happy, pretty happy, or not too happy?” 
(The General Social Survey). Given the macro-scope of these questions, individuals have 
had little trouble answering these sweeping indicators of well-being worldwide 
(Kahneman & Krueger, 2006). It is common for researchers to use several scales to 
assess individual well-being to provide a negative and positive affect balance. Depression 
and life satisfaction, for example, have often been used together as indicators of well-
being (e.g., Uskul & Greenglass, 2005). 
Traditional economic measures of well-being largely focus on wealth: 
consumption (e.g., McKenzies, 1983; Slesnick, 1998), capital stocks (e.g., Daly, 1996), 
expenditure (e.g., Jorgensen, 1997), or income (e.g., Kakwani, 1997). Essentially, 
economists consider individual well-being as the ability to satisfy one’s desires or meet 
one’s preferences (Harsanyi, 1982). There is a lack of consensus among economists on 
how to measure well-being, thus many fall back on simple representative gauges such as 
income or GDP per capita (Boarini, Johansson, & Mira d'Ercole, 2006). Just as the 
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movement toward subjective well-being has emerged in psychology, there has also been 
a recent trend in economics towards measuring subjective well-being rather than using 
the measures of well-being that are traditionally used in the discipline (Kingdon & 
Knight, 2006). 
A growing number of economists are accepting more comprehensive views of 
economic well-being that take into consideration physical and social functioning as well 
as individual’s self-reported perceptions of well-being (Kingdon & Knight, 2006). The 
Financial Strain Index (Coley & Chase-Lansdale, 2000) is a commonly used assessment 
to measure financial security and economic well-being for low-income populations by 
measuring whether mothers experienced difficulty paying bills and paying for necessities 
(e.g., “Does your household have enough money to afford the kind of housing, food and 
clothing you feel you should have?”). The U.S. Department of Food and Agriculture food 
security measure (Nord, Andrews, & Carlson, 2004) which asks questions about lack of 
food and skipping meals (e.g., “At any time in the past 12 months, did you cut the size of 
your meals or skip meals because there wasn’t enough money for food?”) has also been 
used to assess economic well-being.  
Researchers in the health field view individual well-being in terms of physical 
outcomes (e.g., Hornberger, Redelmeier, & Petersen, 1992). This field has placed little 
emphasis on psychological health (Cronin de Chavez, Backett-Milburn, Parry, & Platt, 
2005). However, there has been a movement within the health science discipline to 
incorporate psychological well-being as a component in the patient’s holistic well-being 
by measuring how other aspects of their life—social, emotional, and physical—have been 
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affected by their health status (e.g., Carr, Gibson, & Robinson, 2001). Hundreds of 
‘quality of life’ scales have been developed as a result (Burckhardt & Anderson, 2003). 
However, the first quality of life scale (QOLS) was developed in 1978 by a psychologist 
(Flanagan, 1978, 1982). In some cases, such as this, disciplines actively employ the 
assessment tools of other disciplines in order to garner a more thorough measure of 
individual well-being. 
 Each discipline’s conception of well-being is well-founded and related. Thus, by 
taking an interdisciplinary approach and combining all three perspectives, a researcher 
may come closer to a more accurate and comprehensive assessment of how an individual 
is doing psychologically, financially, and physically. 
Connecting Proactive Coping and Well-being 
The process of making decisions regarding resource use involves the 
consideration of multiple components. Although an individual may have various sources 
to draw on for help—such as the government, family, or friends—considerable costs may 
be associated with receiving support from these sources. However, on the whole, support 
from these sources is beneficial and losing these resources, particularly government 
supports, can be particularly devastating to a household’s economic stability. Thus, 
strategies to help plan for or cope with resource loss are often employed. The ways in 
which individuals proactively cope to prepare for future hardship not only involves 
acquiring the appropriate resources in advance, but also requires looking into the future 
(i.e., the consideration of future consequences) and taking action (i.e., contrasting choice 
deferral). The extent to which an individual proactively copes may have implications for 
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their psychological, economic, and physical well-being; and this relation may be 
influenced by the availability of one’s social support network.  The literature review 
revealed that the association between these constructs is largely unexamined for low-
income populations, particularly those facing impending loss situations, and thus 
necessitates further exploration.  
Introduction to the Study 
Losing government supports results in a major financial shortfall for a household 
and often puts families in crisis mode. Consequently, individuals may be acting or 
reacting in very different ways depending on if they have just lost (or about to lose) 
government supports or if they are further away from the urgency of a government 
support loss situation. To explore these scenarios in greater depth, this study will 
compare how low-income women that are either close to losing government supports 
(i.e., expecting a loss in three months or lost three months ago) or are further from losing 
government supports (i.e., experienced at least one year ago) proactively cope with 
upcoming or recent economic hardship and what role other factors such as social support, 
consideration of future consequences, choice deferral, and perceived transaction costs 
play in this process and what this means for their well-being.  
There are two parts to this research. First, information on government support use, 
social support, proactive coping, and overall well-being were gathered using survey 
techniques. Second, a sub-sample of the survey participants were chosen for an in-depth 
interview based on when they lost (or were anticipating to lose) government supports. 
This sub-sample was invited to discuss their resource loss experience, how they planned 
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for and coped with this loss, and how they fared as a result.   
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Chapter Three: Research Methods 
 
Participants 
Women were eligible to participate in the study if they self-reported their annual 
incomes to be between $15,000 and $40,000, lived in the metro Boston area, and were 
comfortable reading and speaking in English. This study focused solely on women’s 
experiences because 72 percent of low-income families in Massachusetts are headed by 
women (Massachusetts Commission on the Status of Women, 2008).  Additionally, 
recruiting women who had household incomes that fell within the range of $15,000-
$40,000 was essential because these are the income ranges at which most government 
support loss occurs (see Figure 1). The geographical restriction and the exclusion of non-
English speakers were established due to the author’s limited resources. 
A total of 78 women participated in the study (see Table 1). The average age of 
the participants was 31-years-old (ranging from 20 to 66-years-old). The average number 
of children was two (ranging from 0 to 9) and their average age was 15-years-old 
(ranging from 10 months to 34-years-old). Forty-five percent of the participants were 
African-Americans, 18 percent Caucasians, 27 percent Hispanic women, and 9 percent 
were Other. The mean household income was $21,250 per year. In terms of the highest 
level of educational attainment, 5 percent of the participants had completed some high 
school, 15 percent had earned a high school diploma or GED, 17 percent of the 
participants had completed a vocational degree or an Associate of Arts degree, 16 percent 
had earned a Bachelor of Arts (or Science) degree or higher, 3 percent had completed a 
graduate degree, and the majority of participants (42 percent) had completed “some 
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college.” Most of the participants worked full-time (48 percent), part-time (21 percent), 
or both. Almost one-third of the participants (31 percent) were unemployed or were 
currently in school (27 percent), and 17 percent received disability insurance. Nearly 44 
percent of the participants were married (12 percent) or in a partnership (32 percent), 20 
percent were divorced, 3 percent were separated, and 44 percent were never married.  
Recruitment 
 The author collaborated with a Boston-based non-profit organization, Crittenton 
Women’s Union (CWU)6, which serves low-income women. Various partner 
organizations of CWU that work with low-income populations and local businesses that 
employ low-wage earning individuals were contacted and asked if they would be willing 
to post flyers about the study in public locations accessible by their clients. These flyers 
indicated the selection criteria and author’s contact information.  The author also looked 
to snowball sampling as a means for reaching more participants.  
Procedure 
The study was divided into two parts. All participants were asked to fill out a 
survey and a sample of these women were invited to participate in a semi-structured 
interview to discuss in more depth their resource loss experience. 
 Women who met the stipulated inclusion criteria were invited to answer survey 
questions at a time and location convenient to them. The survey took approximately 20-
30 minutes to complete and some participants took the surveys while in the presence of 
several other women. The survey was administered by the author and three CWU interns, 
                                                 
6 The author has been involved with the Research and Innovation Department at CWU since November 
2007 and has built trusted relationships with many of their program participants.  
25 
 
all who had passed the National Institute of Health’s Human Participant Protections 
Education training and who were extensively trained by the author prior to contact with 
any participant. The participants were asked at the end of the survey if there was anyone 
else they thought might be interested, and if so, the author gave out her contact 
information to the participant to pass along to others who may be interested. For filling 
out the survey, the participants were given a choice of a $20 gift card to Target, CVS, or 
an MBTA Charlie Card (a public transportation pass for the Greater Boston area).  
The Survey 
The aim of the survey was to learn about the participants’ use of government 
supports, to measure the extent of their social support networks, their proactive coping 
skills, and their overall well-being.  The survey was also used to identify women who had 
experienced a loss of government support (or who had been close) to provide a purposive 
sample pool to be drawn on for the recruitment of the interviewees.  
 The survey (see Appendix A) provided information about: demographics, 
government support experiences, social support networks, proactive coping, and overall 
well-being (economic well-being, physical well-being, and psychological well-being).  
 Government support experience. The survey was useful in determining which 
government supports the participants currently received and which ones they had lost and 
when this loss occurred. The participants also reported which loss of government support 
was most significant to them and this helped to frame the interview. It is important to 
note that some interview participants had their government supports phase-out (or were 
considerably decreased, often requiring greater co-payments) and some experienced 
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‘cliffed’ government support losses that were eliminated in full. Both experiences are 
categorized as a “government support loss” because of the analogous severity of the 
financial hardship that the individual and her family must endure. 
 Social support. Social support was assessed by using modified questions adapted 
from the Support/Cohesion Microsystem Scale (Cronbach’s α=.74) (Seidman, Allen, 
Aber, Mitchell, Feinman, Yoshikawa, Comtois, Golz, Miller, Ortiz-Torres, & Roper, 
1995) so as to be more relevant to the experiences of this population. The 
Support/Cohesion Microsystem Scale was developed and validated for poor, urban, and 
culturally diverse adolescents to evaluate their self-reported connections with family, 
peer, school, and neighborhood microsystems in order to assess social support (Seidman 
et al., 1995).  
To be appropriate and applicable to the population in this study, certain support 
providers that were assessed in the original scale, such as “kids your age,” “your 
principal/assistant principal,” and “teacher” were omitted and “spouse, 
boyfriend/girlfriend, or partner,” “neighbor,” “professional (case managers, employer, 
counselor, religious leader),” and “other people (please specify:_____)” were added to 
the list of possible sources of support. Participants were asked to rate on a four-point 
scale, ranging from 1 to 4 (“not at all” to “a great deal”), to answer the same two 
questions from the original scale: “How helpful are the following people when you need 
to talk about personal problems/matters/issues?” and “How helpful are the following 
people when you need money and other things?” They were then asked to “Circle an 
answer for each group of people.”  
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 Proactive coping. Proactive coping was measured by two scales, the Proactive 
Coping Scale and the Strategic Planning Scale (Greenglass, Schwarzer, & Taubert, 
1999).  These scales were taken from the Proactive Coping Inventory (PCI) (Greenglass, 
Schwarzer, & Taubert, 1999), which assesses different dimensions of proactive coping 
via seven subscales: proactive coping, preventive coping, reflective coping, strategic 
planning, instrumental support seeking, emotional support seeking, and avoidance 
coping. The PCI has been tested on various populations of ethnically diverse and age 
diverse adults in several countries (e.g., Bode, deRidder, Kuijer, & Bensing, 2007; 
Greenglass, Marques, deRidder, & Behl, 2005; Schwarzer & Knoll, 2003) and has been 
shown to have factorial validity, good construct validity, and high external validity (e.g., 
Greenglass, Schwarzer, Jakubiec, Fiksenbaum, & Taubert, 1999; Taubert, 1999).  
Given this study’s emphasis on planning for future hardship and proactive coping, 
the Proactive Coping Scale and the Strategic Planning Scale from the PCI were used 
together in this study. The Proactive Coping Scale is a 14-item instrument that measures 
goal setting with self-regulatory goal attainment cognitions and behavior. Participants 
were asked to use a scale ranging from 1 to 4 (“not at all true” to “completely true”) to 
rate statements such as, “I always try to find a way to work around obstacles; nothing 
really stops me” and “When I experience a problem I take the initiative in resolving it” 
(Cronbach’s α=.85). 
The Strategic Planning Scale contains four items to be rated on a scale ranging 
from 1 to 4 (“not at all true” to “completely true”) that focus on the process of generating 
a goal-oriented plan of action in which tasks are divided into manageable components. 
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An example from the Strategic Planning Scale is, “I break down a problem into smaller 
parts and do one part at a time” (Cronbach’s α=.71).  Scores from the Strategic Planning 
Scale correlate positively with proactive attitudes and with self-efficacy (Greenglass, 
Schwarzer, & Taubert, 1999). Similar to previous research, the participants’ summary 
scores from both proactive coping scales were combined to create a composite measure 
of proactive coping (e.g., Greenglass, Schwarzer, & Taubert, 1999).  
Economic well-being. Economic well-being was assessed using questions from 
the Financial Strain Index (Coley & Chase-Lansdale, 2000) and the USDA’s Food 
Security Survey (Nord, Andrews, & Carlson, 2004). 
Adapted from the Financial Strain Index, participants were asked to respond to 
the following question “During the past 6 months, how much difficulty did your 
household have paying bills?” using a scale ranging from 1 to 5 (“no difficulty at all” to 
“a great deal of difficulty”) (Cronbach’s α=.81).  Previous research has used this type of 
question to gauge economic well-being and for various populations, including low-
income women (e.g., Coley, Lohman, Votruba-Drzal, Pittman, & Chase-Lansdale, 2007) 
and a nationally representative sample of 12,686 young men and women (but using a 
timeframe of one year) (www.bls.org).  
The other questions used to evaluate economic wellness were adapted from the 
USDA’s Food Security Survey, a component in the Current Population Survey, 
conducted by the U.S. Census Bureau (Nord, Andrews, & Carlson, 2004). In this study 
the following question was used to assess food security on a scale ranging from 1 to 3 
(“yes,” “no,” or “I don’t know”), “During the past 6 months, did you ever cut the size of 
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your meals or skip meals because there wasn’t enough money for food?” (Cronbach’s 
α=.70). This question has been found to be largely representative in determining how 
food secure low-income individuals are as 90 percent of those participants with incomes 
at or below 185 percent of the FPL (about $22,337 per year in 2004) who answered “yes” 
to this question were found to have very low food security (Nord, Andrews, & Carlson, 
2004).  
Physical well-being. Physical well-being was assessed from three general self-
report health questions. For example on a scale of 1 to 5 (“excellent” to “poor”), “In 
general, how is your health?” These questions were created by the author as general 
indicators of how healthy the participant rated herself, her partner (if she had one), and 
her children.  
 Psychological well-being. Psychological well-being was measured using the 
Center for Epidemiologic Studies Depression Scale (CES-D) (Radloff, 1977) and the 
Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS) (Pavot & Diener, 1993). These two measures were 
used together to balance out the negative affect and positive affect assessments of well-
being as suggested by previous research (e.g., Uskul & Greenglass, 2005). 
The CES-D scale is a 20-item self-report assessment that measures depressive 
symptoms in the general population (Radloff, 1977).  The CES-D has been normed on a 
variety of populations including those similar to the population in this study (e.g., Dolan, 
Richards, Sano, Bauer, & Braun, 2005). Participants were asked to rate how often they 
felt a specific sentiment in the past week on a scale ranging from 1 to 4 (“rarely or none 
of the time (less than 1 day)” to “most or all of the time (5-7 days)”). Examples from this 
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assessment are, “I did not feel like eating; my appetite was poor,” “I felt depressed,” and 
“I felt that people dislike me” (Cronbach’s α=.85). 
The Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS) is a global measure of life satisfaction 
normed on various economically, ethnically/racially, and age diverse populations (Pavot 
and Diener, 1993).  The SWLS has been found to be statistically significant in its positive 
association with other measures of subjective well-being (Diener et al., 1985). It is a five-
item assessment in which participants rate their agreement on a scale of 1 to 7 (“strongly 
disagree” to “strongly agree”) with statements such as, “I am satisfied with my life” and 
“So far I have gotten the important things I want in life” (Cronbach’s α=.87). 
Overall well-being. A composite measure of overall well-being was created by 
combining the summary scores on the previously mentioned scales and survey measures 
for the three different aspects of well-being (economic, physical, and psychological).  
Table 2.  
Correlations between Well-being Summary Scores 
 LifeSatis CES-D DiffPayBills CutMeal GenHealth PhyMenDis 
LifeSatis —      
CES-D .480** —     
DiffPayBills .247* .303** —    
CutMeal .228* .341** .425** —   
GenHealth .348** .558** .376** .361** —  
Note. LifeSatis=Satisfaction with Life Scale Total. CES-D=Depressive Symptoms Total and items were 
reverse score. DiffPayBills=Difficulty paying bills in the past 6 months is the Financial Strain Index 
measure and this was reverse scored. CutMeal=Cutting a Meal in the past 6 months is the USDA Food 
Security measure. GenHealth=General physical health measure and this was reverse scored.  
*p<.05 (two-tailed), **p<.01 (two-tailed) 
 
Summary scores were reverse-coded, if necessary, to ensure that higher scores indicated 
higher well-being. The summary scores of each well-being component were significantly 
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correlated (see Table 2) which suggests that they all measure well-being in some 
capacity. 
The Interview 
  Women were purposively sampled from the survey population to learn how they 
think about, cope with, and plan for government support loss or future financial 
challenges. Women who answered on the survey that they had experienced (or were close 
to experiencing) government support loss and had agreed at the end of the survey to be 
contacted for further questioning were identified. Contact was made with these women 
and they were asked when the exact time was when they lost or were expecting to lose 
the government support. They were invited to participate in an in-depth interview if they 
had experience a government loss within the past 3 months (near loss group) or at least 
one year ago (far from loss group), or if they were expecting to lose a government 
support in the next three months (near loss group). In all, 65 women reported that they 
would be willing to participate in a follow-up interview, 55 of those women were 
contacted by phone, e-mail, and/or letter, and 18 women took part in the interview at a 
time and location convenient to them. Although it was originally estimated that 15-20 
interview participants would be recruited for this portion of the study, the ultimate 
number of interview participants was determined when the information coming from new 
participants informed existing findings, but failed to add anything new; this is known as 
saturation (Milne & Oberle, 2005). The large majority of interviews were conducted by 
the author, although the CWU interns completed 2-3 interviews after in-depth training 
and review by the author.  
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The 18 women that participated in the interview portion of the study were 
reflective of the larger survey population with several exceptions (see Table 1). The 
interview sample was distinct from the survey sample with regards to employment status, 
income, and partner status. The interview participants were more widely employed in 
either full-time (61 percent) or part-time (28 percent) positions (or both) compared to the 
survey population. The interview participants also had a slightly higher mean household 
income (i.e., $28,500 per year) compared to the larger survey sample (i.e., $21,250 per 
year). This was expected given that a household earning $28,500 per year is more 
susceptible to losing government supports (see Figure 1) which was part of the selection 
criteria for the interview. Interview participants were also more likely to have dual 
incomes possibly because they had higher rates of marriage (22 percent) compared to the 
survey population (12 percent).  
The interview sample was separated into two groups depending on when they 
experienced a loss in government support. The interview sub-sample nearest to a loss of 
government support (within three months) was comprised of eight women. The other 
sub-sample, far from a loss situation (at least one year from the time of recruitment), 
consisted of ten interview participants. The two sub-samples were alike on many 
demographic components, but markedly differed on income, employment status, and 
partner status. The far from loss group had an average annual household income of 
$31,875 which was nearly $6,250 higher than the average annual income of the near loss 
group (i.e., $25,625 per year). The disparity in income between the groups is consistent 
with the structure of the government support system because the far from loss group had 
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a relatively higher income range and consequently most government supports had already 
been withdrawn (see Figure 1).  The women in the interview group far from a loss 
situation also had much higher full-time employment rates (i.e., 80 percent) than the 
women who were near loss (i.e., 37.5 percent). However, the latter group had higher rates 
of part-time employment (i.e., 37.5 percent compared to 20 percent). In addition, the near 
loss group also had higher rates divorce (37.5 percent), but lower rates of marriage (25 
percent) or partnership (12.5 percent) compared to the far from loss group who was 
comprised of fewer divorcees (10 percent), but more women who were married or 
partnered (20 percent, and 30 percent, respectively). 
 The interview guide. The interview (see Appendix B) consisted of 13 questions to 
focus the conversation on the participants’ experience planning for and coping with 
hardship. The probes listed beneath each question helped to direct the interviewer. The 
interviews lasted, on average, between one and two hours.  These interviews were tape-
recorded and interviewer field notes and impressions were recorded immediately 
following the interview. Women were given $50 gift cards to Target or CVS for 
participating in the interview. This incentive was somewhat higher than the hourly wage 
of families earning $15,000-$40,000 per year (i.e., $7.25 per hour to $20 per hour).    
 Coding the interview. Content analysis, the most common type of analysis used in 
qualitative description (Milne & Oberle, 2005; Sandelowski, 2000), was used to examine 
the participants’ stories about losing government supports and to compare the 
experiences of the women closer to and further from the loss situation. The interviews 
were transcribed verbatim and the author subsequently coded each transcript, but member 
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checks by the author’s dissertation advisory committee were used to validate the 
credibility of the research as suggested by Lincoln and Guba (1985).  
 Content analysis is a process that involves multiple reads of the data. The first 
read provides descriptive insights into the participant’s experience of government support 
loss or future government support loss. Subsequent reads build on earlier ones to develop 
categories that are thematically based. The themes of interest in this study included the 
consideration of future consequences, choice deferral, transaction costs, proactive coping, 
social support, and overall well-being. Second level coding (i.e., inter-case comparison) 
compared the themes for women in a particular group (i.e., near loss and far from loss). 
Third level coding (i.e., inter-group comparison) compared the themes across the two 
interview groups to evaluate similarities and differences between the groups. The 
constant comparison that occurred throughout the analysis was used to establish 
connections among the themes (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  
Research Questions and Analytic Strategy 
The main research questions that were addressed in the survey are: 1.) Is proactive 
coping predictive of well-being for low-income individuals? and 2.) Does social support 
mediate this relation? The main research questions that were addressed in the interview 
are: 1.) How do individuals close to and far from government support loss proactively 
cope?; 2.) How do individuals close to and far from government support loss draw on 
their social support networks, consider future consequences, participate in choice 
deferral, and consider transaction costs?; and 3.) How do individuals close to and far 
from government support loss fare in comparison to each other?  
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The first source of data, the survey, was used to determine if proactive coping 
predicted well-being for low-income individuals. Additionally, since social support has 
been found to be correlated with both proactive coping and well-being in previous 
research, mediation analysis was conducted to find out if social support has an indirect 
effect on the relation between these two variables for low-income women. The mediation 
analysis was based on Baron and Kenny’s method (1986). It is anticipated that proactive 
coping is significantly predictive of well-being for all participants and this relation is 
mediated by social support. 
 The groups of greatest interest in this research are the two sub-samples of 
interview participants, those that were within three months of a government support loss 
(n=8) and those that lost a government support at least one year ago (n=10). However, the 
sample sizes in these groups were too small to confidently report any findings from 
correlation, linear regression, and mediation analyses. Despite this limitation, non-
inferential descriptive statistics are reported to examine if any variation of proactive 
coping, social support, and overall well-being scores existed between the groups.   
 The second source of data, the in-depth interview, was used to further explore the 
findings from the statistical analyses.  More specifically, the interviews allowed for a 
comparison between the ways in which participants, near and far from government 
support loss, proactively cope, consider future consequences, defer decisions, consider 
transaction costs, draw on their social support networks, and how they are faring overall.  
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Chapter Four: Results 
Key Findings from the Survey 
The first part of this chapter provides descriptive information about the 
participants that helps to contextualize their experiences with social support, proactive 
coping, and how well they fared.  
Social Support 
The women in this study received, at best, moderate support from family, friends, 
and neighbors as suggested by their scores on the scale measuring this dimension 
(range=6 to 417, M= 22.9, SD= 7.76, Cronbach’s α= .74). However, no normative 
comparisons are available for the social support scale used in this research because it was 
modified from a previously used scale. While all the participants indicated that support 
from family, friends, and neighbors was important to them, the type of support valued 
and from whom varied. The women indicated that they were more likely to rely on family 
members for financial support (60 percent said their mother or father and 55 percent said 
their brother or sister, see Table 3).8 Notably, these women were as likely to receive 
assistance from the government to help pay their bills in the past six months as they were 
their family (33 percent compared to 35 percent, respectively). Not all women, however, 
had family or friends to help cover the cost of their living expenses. One-fifth of the 
interview sample received no financial support in the past six months (see Table 5).  
When it came to personal matters, women said they preferred speaking with close 
                                                 
7 Range of scale=0 to 41 
8 Support is indicated by a response of either “somewhat helpful” or “a great deal helpful” on the Social 
Support scale.  
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friends (82 percent) more than family (65 percent for mother or father and 55 percent for 
brother or sister, see Table 4). The distribution of findings were similar when data on the 
women participating in the interview study were looked at separately (see Table 3, Table 
4, and Table 5).   
Proactive Coping and Well-being 
The participants in this study demonstrated high proactive coping tendencies, 
scoring slightly higher on both coping assessments (range=40 to 709, M=56.6, SD=7.47, 
Cronbach’s α=.85) than normative populations comprised of middle class participants 
(M=50.03, SD=3.79) (Greenglass, Schwarzer, & Taubert, 1999). 
The participants fared moderately on the composite measure of well-being 
(range=31 to 13010, M=90.54, SD=19.35, Cronbach’s α=.91). However, they varied in 
how well they were doing depending on the area of functioning considered.  
They reported their own physical health as “good” (range=0 to 511, M=3.16, 
SD=1.09, median=3, Cronbach’s α=.50)12, although they reported the health of their 
children as “very good” (M=3.06, M=1.07, median=2) and their partner as “excellent” 
(M=1.73, SD=1.74, median=1). Since, in most of these families, the participants are the 
heads of the household it is essential that they themselves are healthy enough to maintain 
the health and stability of their children and their household.  
These women were faring less well financially. Over half of the women said that 
they had “quite a bit” or “a great deal” of difficulty paying their bills within the past six 
                                                 
9  Range of scale=0 to 70 
10 Range of scale=0 to 130 
11 Range of scale=0 to 5 
12 The health well-being measures were reversed scored in the final well-being measure. 
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months (58 percent) (range=0 to 513, M=3.51, SD=1.15, Cronbach’s α=.51)14. Most of the 
other women (23 percent) experienced “some difficulty”.  Participants’ financial 
challenges may be one reason why, in the last six months, over half of them (56 percent) 
cut the size of their meals or skipped a meal because there was not enough money for 
food (range=0 to 215, M=1.32, SD=.57, Cronbach’s α=.5116), thus deeming them “food 
insecure” according to the USDA.17 
 The psychological well-being of these women also appeared compromised. The 
majority of women (82 percent) had means scores on the CES-D (range=16 to 6018, 
M=40.10, SD=11.49, Cronbach’s α=.92) that placed them in the range of clinical 
depression (Radloff, 1977), which were considerably higher than populations with similar 
socio-economic status (M=16.25, SD=unknown) (Dolan, Richards, Sano, Bauer, & 
Braun, 2005). Moreover, these women seemed somewhat dissatisfied with their lives. 
Their mean scores on the Satisfaction with Life Scale (range=6 to 3519, M=18.11, 
SD=7.28, Cronbach’s α=.86) showed that the participants fared slightly below normative 
middle class populations (M=23.5, SD=6.43) in terms of being satisfied with their lives 
(Diener et al., 1985). Similar to the social support measure, the distribution of findings 
for proactive coping and well-being were similar when data on the women participating 
in the interview study were looked at separately from the overall population (see Table 
                                                 
13 Range of scale=0 to 5 
14 The Financial Strain Index item was reversed scored in the final well-being measure. 
15 Range of scale=0 to 2 
16 The stated  Cronbach’s alpha is used to report reliability for both financial well-being items together.  
17 Previous assessments of the USDA food security measure found that one-third of households with 
incomes below 185 percent of the Federal Poverty Level (which was $22,337 in 2004) were food insecure 
(Nord, Andrews, & Carlson, 2004).  
18 Range of scale=0 to 60 
19 Range of scale=0 to 35 
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6).  
Relation between Proactive Coping, Social Support, and Well-being 
The relation between individual measures of well-being and the composite 
measure of well-being showed that, while all separate measures related significantly to 
proactive coping (except “CutMeal”), the composite well-being score was the most 
highly correlated and accounted for the largest degree of variance (β=.552, R2=.305, 
p<.01) (see Table 7). For this reason, the composite measure of well-being is used to best 
represent the participant’s overall well-being.  
Table 7.  
Correlations and Linear Regressions between Well-being Summary Scores and Proactive 
Coping 
 Proactive Coping 
LifeSatis  R2=.154, β=.393, p<.01 
CES-D R2=.291, β=.540, p<.01 
DiffPayBills R2=.047, β=.216, p<.05 
CutMeal R2=.020, β=141., p<.22 
GenHealth R2=.091, β=.302, p<.01 
PhyMenDis R2=.063, β=.251, p<.05 
Overall Well-being R2=.305, β=.552, p<.01 
Note. R2=the amount of variance in the outcome variable accounted for by the predictor variable. β=the 
Beta coefficient which is the correlation between the predictor variable and the outcome variable. 
 
This finding confirms the hypothesis that proactive coping significantly predicts 
well-being and so the role of social support in mediating this relation was examined next. 
Results showed that social support did not significantly correlate with either proactive 
coping or well-being, thus demonstrating that social support played little, if any, role in 
the association between proactive coping and well-being.  
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Review of Survey Findings 
The findings from the survey demonstrated that participants had moderate levels 
of interpersonal support to assist them with financial hardship and personal issues. Their 
scores did indicate, however, that they were more highly proactive and agentic in dealing 
with and planning for future events compared to middle class populations. As expected, 
they were struggling with financial security and depression; yet, they did fare moderately 
in terms of physical health and were moderately satisfied with life. The extent to which 
women proactively cope was found to be predictive of their well-being (p<.01), but this 
was not indirectly affected by social support.   
Construct Comparisons for Interview Participants 
 In this analysis, aspects of coping are examined including how decisions are 
related to social support, the consideration of future consequences, the transaction costs 
of making them, and instances when decisions are deferred. 
Social Support 
The participants in the far from loss group appear to have more extensive social 
support networks than women nearer to government support loss (see Figure 2). 
However, the difference was not statistically significant.20 Even though family and 
friends are important sources of financial and emotional support, the interviews revealed 
that the women in the group further from the loss situation spoke of having deeper social 
support networks, yet the reliability of their sources of support were not necessarily more 
consistent.  
                                                 
20 Although variation exists between the groups, t-tests did not confirm any statistically significant 
differences, t(17)=.553, p<.417. This is most likely to do the small sample sizes (n=8 and n=10).  
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Figure 2. 
Interview Group Variations for Social Support Measure 
 
Note. All Participants (M=22.9, SD=7.76), Near Government Support Loss (M=22.04, SD=6.30), Far from 
Government Support Loss (M=25.2, SD=8.35). 
 
Social support network for near loss group. Most of the women in this group had 
at least one person that they cited as a source of support, but most networks were limited 
to one or two people, many of whom were family members. For example, Erika, a 33-
year-old mother of four children, said “It’s basically my parents and my friend.” Some 
participants spoke of a mutual support system they shared with family members. Aisha, a 
25-year-old living with her mother and brother, said “My mom, if I scratch her back, she 
scratch mine…if I ever watch my little sister as a favor, you know, if I need something 
she’ll kinda just give it to me…I’m earning my keep…or like my brother might give me 
some money because he has a job or he’ll hire me for stuff.” Families were frequently 
cited as the sole or predominant source of social support for this group. 
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 Yet, there were a few women who had no one they regularly relied on for help. 
Cynthia, a 47-year-old mother taking care of nine children, who needed a great deal of 
help caring for the children she was responsible for, said, “I don’t have friends and family 
that’ll help me out…basically if you’re hungry, if you’re starving, you’ll call around to 
see who can help, but it’s not a guarantee that they can help.” It is a similar situation for 
Silvia, a 36-year-old with three children, who said, “Not so much my family…they can’t 
get through their own bills much less help.” For these women, tapping into their social 
support networks was not a viable option because their friends and family were 
experiencing similar financial hardship and had limited resources to share. Some 
participants, however, chose not to ask anyone for help.  The reason they gave for not 
having a solid social support network was because of their “pride” or not wanting to 
“owe” anyone anything. For example, Sheri, a 33-year-old mother of three children, said: 
 No one helps me out financially. It’s something in me with pride that I just don’t 
 ‘cause I know everyone else has their own lives…I don’t want anyone asking me 
 for anything, so I don’t ask anyone else. 
 
As depicted by Cynthia, Silvia, and Sheri, some participants had very little, if any, social 
support; yet, for those who did receive assistance from personal relationships, it came 
from a range of sources and varied in type of support. 
 The support provided by their personal networks extended beyond solely financial 
assistance. Colleen, a 42-year-old mother of twin boys, said, “I have a neighbor that 
comes over to watch the boys. I don’t have to pay her. We give her Sunday dinners. She 
comes to eat chicken and it’s just a really good reciprocating friendship.” Another 
example of help in the form of child care is evidenced by Ellie, a 44-year-old mother of 
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two young daughters. She said, “My siblings have helped me like with my children like 
picking them up after school when I’m not able to.” Although Sheri explained how she 
does not ask anyone for financial assistance, she found a strong support system at work. 
She said, “My boss and I have established a really good rapport and I think that’s good 
because she can show me the ins and outs. She’s one of the reasons that I picked the 
major that I did.”  
Some participants found support through their religious community. Ellie 
explained that “Despite what happens I continue with my spiritual worship that keeps me 
straight, keeps me healthy, gives me a lot of hope. [People at church] help me a lot.” 
Cherise, a 59-year-old mother of four daughters, had also found a supportive community 
in her church. She said, “[People at church] treat you like family…they’re really really 
good to us…they’re always asking me and my family to come to dinner…come to movie 
night…they always got something going on.” There was great variation among the social 
support networks in general for this group. Many of these networks were patchwork 
pieces that ranged in type of support, source of support, and dependability of support. 
However, not having a reliable and/or extensive social support network may be 
particularly detrimental to women in this group given their vulnerable position on the 
brink of a severe shortfall in financial resources.  
Social support network for far from loss group. Most of the women in this group 
had multiple sources close to them from which they depended on. Consider Joanna, a 30-
year-old mother of two young boys, she said, “I’m very fortunate that I’ve had a lot of 
people who support me and I know that if I don’t have food at the end of the day, I can 
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make a phone call to 1 or 2 friends.” She explained that individuals in her support 
network “were always there to remind me that I wasn’t damaged goods.” Joanna’s 
extensive network included her “terrific husband…terrific circle of friends and 
family…therapist…teacher.”  
 Women in this group also discussed the support they received from their current 
partners, their previous partners, and/or the father of their children. Darla, a 25-year-old 
expectant mother, said, “The father of the child…has been very supportive through these 
times.” Similarly, Tanya, a 30-year-old mother of one teenage son, said, “His dad lately 
has been stepping up to the plate.” However, for most women, even though they received 
help from their children’s father, it was not always consistent. Adriana, a 29-year-old 
mother with two young daughters, described her wavering relationship with her previous 
partner. She said, “The father of my girls, right now we’re not together, we have been 
having trouble. When he can, he helps me with the girls…even though he is around I 
can’t depend on him.” Yasmin, a 35-year-old mother of five teenagers, provided more 
evidence of this trend, she said “My baby’s father…I don’t get like child support from 
him but he’s always willing to chip in with money for the rent.” Even though the support 
from their children’s fathers may be erratic, there was still a general sense of appreciation 
among the women for the offerings they did receive.  
Another consistent theme found from the discussions with these women that 
distinguished them from the near loss group involved more mutual reciprocation. In 
many cases, the participants spoke of not only receiving financial support from others, 
but also taking on the role of support giver. This was exemplified by Emma, a 50-year-
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old mother of one teenage son, who arranged a communal subsidy-sharing system with 
her neighbors. She explained:  
My neighbor in Newton when I would be low on Food Stamps, she’d help me out 
with hers or when she would be low on hers, I’d help her out with mine. So it 
worked out and there were other single women in the building too that would run 
low on Food Stamps, so we’d all sort of like coordinate, you know, and watch 
each other’s backs. We have kids to feed so that was a sense of community. 
 
Often times the reciprocal relationship existed between only two individuals. For 
example, Adriana described how the flow of financial support with her mother had 
“….reversed. I have to help her. The little bit of money that I have I send it to her. She 
was always there if I needed something…at least $50 or a $100 she could have given it to 
me, now it has changed ‘cause she is going through that financial problem.” In 
accordance with the survey finding, participants in this group, for the most part, had more 
extensive support networks (albeit not always consistent) compared to the near loss 
group.  
Proactive Coping 
 Unlike the finding for social support, the participants near government support 
loss were higher proactive copers than the group further from a loss (see Figure 3). The 
two groups also distinctly differed on the types and severity of hardships they faced and 
this had implications for how they proactively coped. As evidenced by their narrative 
descriptions in the interviews, the women in the near loss group had to make more 
pressing plans and were thus more active in their proactive coping tendencies compared 
to the women further from a loss situation.  
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Figure 3. 
Interview Group Variations for Proactive Coping Measure 
 
Note. All Participants (M=56.44, SD=7.47), Near Government Support Loss (M=60.28, SD=5.48), Far 
from Government Support Loss (M=55.39, SD=4.48).  
 
Proactive coping for near loss group. Seeking out help and accumulating 
resources are important components of proactive coping (Aspinwall & Taylor, 1997). 
Sheri, a 33-year-old mother of three children, was preparing to work additional hours in 
the evening to bring in extra money to offset her recent loss in Food Stamps. Before this 
shift occurred, she established a plan of action with help from her oldest daughter. She 
said: 
I’ve talked to my daughter about it, my oldest daughter who will be 13…and 
she’s definitely supportive and says she’ll help with the other children. I can just, 
on Sunday, cook like bulk meals and she can just heat ‘em up. 
 
Sheri used foresight and planning to secure the necessary resources to help her manage  
 
this upcoming challenge.   
 
Many of the women in this group sought out and applied for financial assistance 
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to help cover the cost of postsecondary education for themselves or their children. For 
example, Ellie “went as an adult learner to Emmanuel College…it was half-price for the 
courses.” Since Cherise was on disability she had “MassRehab paid for [the AA 
degree]…and [she was] trying to get them to help [her] pay for the Bachelor’s degree 
too.” Colleen and Sheri were OneFamily scholars.21  
In addition to finding scholarships to cover their educational costs, many women 
sought funding for their children’s education or summer camps. Colleen, who had 
recently lost her child care vouchers, wanted to send her twin boys to summer camp but it 
was too expensive, so she “applied for financial assistance…and [she] got 50 percent 
off.” As a result of proactively seeking out various sources offering financial support, 
these women have helped to stave off possibly challenging economic crises. For example, 
if Colleen was not able to secure the discount for her children to go to summer camp, she 
may have been forced to quit her job to take care of her boys.  
Women in this group spoke of other ways, in domains unrelated to government 
support loss, that they took action and planned for upcoming hardships. For example, 
Colleen, a 42-year-old mother of two young twin boys who were born prematurely, 
began preparing for the challenges she anticipated very soon after she gave birth. She 
recalled: 
 From my hospital bed…I just looked, got on-line, and got in the phone book, 
 what can I get?...I just really went out there and looked for everything, put  them 
 on the list for day care like when they were born ‘cause I’m like their waitlist is 
 like 2 years long…I don’t know where I’ll be in 2 years…but if it comes up and I 
 don’t need it or can’t take it I’ll say, ‘No thank you.’ 
 
                                                 
21 One Family Scholars is a Boston-based program providing college scholarships for formerly homeless 
and low-income working mothers.  
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As her sons grew older she continued to stay one step ahead of the game as she continued 
advocating for herself and her children. She said: 
 I just read stuff about preemies…they talk a lot about developmental delays and 
 that always leads to early intervention…then they started not meeting their 
 milestones…so I told the doctor I want them evaluated and so they did and they 
 were in early intervention for a year and then they moved into preschool. 
 
As a result of Colleen’s thorough research and preventive action, she secured the extra 
care necessary to improve the conditions of her developmentally delayed sons at no 
additional expense to her.  
 Another example of proactive coping is exemplified by Sheri. She worked far 
from her home and was entirely reliant on her car for transportation. She explained: 
 I wasn’t going to be in a crisis and put myself with no transportation, it would set 
 me back. I needed to be able to drive my car somewhere and say ‘I need a trade-
 in’ so at least it’s running and I could not be found in a crisis…and then be stuck 
 at somebody’s mercy to buy a car.  
 
Sheri was fully aware of the consequences that would result if her car broke down. Thus, 
instead of waiting for that crisis to transpire, she took proactive steps that possibly saved 
her money as she now was not held to “somebody’s mercy to buy a car” or interfered 
with her ability to commute to work.  
Proactive coping for far from loss group. Even though individuals in this group 
were not anticipating the same level of future hardship as the participants in the previous 
group, they still had to plan for and prepare for upcoming difficulties. A central 
component of proactive coping is accumulating resources prior to a stressful event 
(Aspinwall & Taylor, 1997). Although the women in this group had incomes that were 
slightly higher than the other participants, were more likely to be employed full-time, and 
were most likely partnered, they were still considered low-income and had similarly 
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limited resources to drawn upon.  
Joanna lost both Food Stamps and MassHealth around the same time because she 
began receiving child support payments for one of her sons. She decided to get married 
before she officially lost access to the MassHealth program so that she would not have to 
pay for it on her own or through her employer. She said: 
 I married my longtime boyfriend to get his health benefits because MassHealth 
 told me that they were cutting me off, so I made the decision that I had to do for 
 my kids to make sure that they had health insurance…I sat and I talked with him 
 for a long time about it…we were trying to figure out what we needed to do that 
 would be more cost effective, you know, who’s co-pays were cheaper. I mean 
 literally it was 3 months of just sitting down and crunching numbers. 
 
Although this example is illustrative of Joanna’s past experience with government 
support loss, it portrays the way in which individuals strategize to lessen the negative 
effects of an impending hardship.  
 Tanya, a 30-year-old mother of one son, has elected to send her son to private 
school. Although the school covers nearly 90 percent of the tuition, she still must 
mindfully budget ahead of time. She said: 
 I pay [the tuition] because I want him to go there, so that means, ok, we gotta 
 scrimp and I know it comes every year, so I never have taxes because I already 
 know my tax money is going to Jordan’s tuition and that’s how I get by ‘cause 
 tuition is due around tax time. 
 
Tanya had a plan in place to prepare for this annually-occurring expense to avoid finding 
herself in a financial dilemma which could jeopardize her son’s educational experience.  
Tanya also spoke about a common strategy she used when money is tight. She explained, 
“I have a lot of time at my job, I’ll take off of work and work the second job…and I’ll 
still get my full check.” Tanya used her paid vacation time at her full-time job to work at 
a second job for additional income when she anticipated upcoming financial difficulty. 
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Although this is a short-term solution, for Tanya, it was an effective means of managing a 
financially challenging circumstance.  
 Women in this group demonstrated that it is not just economic hardship that they 
hoped to avoid. Darla, a 25-year-old expectant mother, and her boyfriend were preparing 
themselves for the upcoming birth of their first child. They began to identify areas of 
concern in their communication pattern. Darla explained: 
 We see where they would be a lot of conflict and we’re trying to make sure that 
 doesn’t come in between what our relationship should be as a family…we’re 
 trying different alternative methods of communication. 
 
Darla and her partner took the time to address their issues and proactively manage an 
unpleasant problem before they had to face the stress associated with bringing a new-
born baby home.  
 Many participants spoke of saving money as a way to prepare for the cost of 
necessities or just to provide a safety net for future trouble. For example, Tanya described 
how she planned on using money from her savings to buy new tires in a few months. She 
said, “The emergency fund is the money that gets saved regardless…I know in the Fall 
I’m gonna need some tires.” Michelle, a 36-year-old mother of three children, discussed 
how, although she had no present financial need, she had been saving to help alleviate 
any anxiety if a situation did arise.  She said, “When I did my income taxes, I put aside 
for like the rainy day…my savings has given me some kind of security, you know, it is 
not only financially, but emotionally you feel better.” Accumulating an arsenal of 
resources grants individuals more latitude when facing stressful events and is a key 
component of proactive coping.  
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 Although most of the women in this group had incomes that were too high to 
allow them to be eligible for government supports, some continued to theoretically rely 
on them for support if a calamity were to arise. Although Erin, who had a four-year-old 
daughter, was employed at the time of the interview, she had also placed herself on the 
waiting list for child care assistance as a precautionary measure. She said: 
 I have applied, so I’m on the waiting list. But I’m not eligible even if I reached 
 the top of the list. I keep my name on there because, you know, you never know 
 what’s gonna happen in the future. I don’t know if I might lose my job if they lay 
 people off, so it’s like a back up plan. 
 
Although Erin did not expect to lose her job in the near future, she had taken action to 
safeguard her daughter’s care situation and to avoid a potentially stressful event.  
 In a similar fashion as the women near a government support loss, the women in 
this group sought out help from private organizations to help them gain skills that lead to 
economic self-sufficiency. For example, Gina sought out job training provided for free by 
local non-profits. Numerous participants participated in budget workshops and the IDA 
program at a well-known Boston-based human services agency. By proactively seeking 
out organizations that provide training, financial literacy, and savings programs, these 
women have worked to establish the skills, knowledge, and financial safety net to help 
serve as a foundation for dealing with future crises.   
The Consideration of Future Consequences 
The women in the near loss group considered the more immediate consequences 
of their decisions, whereas the women in the far from loss group had the ability to 
consider decisions and their consequences further in the future. The group of participants 
further from government support loss considered issues like car and home ownership, 
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compared to the more pressing issues negotiated by the women in the near loss group. 
Even though women in the group further from the loss situation were still aware that they 
could quickly fall back into a crisis at any time (e.g., the threat of losing a job), their 
crises were much more hypothetical and envisioned to occur further in the future 
compared to the urgent circumstances experienced by women in the group near a 
government support loss. 
 The consideration of future consequences for near loss group.  For some 
individuals in this group, the decision or behavior that they considered ranged from how 
work affected their children’s well-being to quitting a job in order to avoid a loss of 
government support. For example, Erika, a 33-year-old mother of four children, debated 
the double bind between taking on more hours at work and missing out on time with her 
children while they are young. She said: 
 My kids are now 13, 8, 7, and 6, and I’ll say if it takes me five years to move up 
 my daughter’s going to be 18…I’m gonna miss that five-year span because I want 
 to move up, but who’s to say it’s guaranteed that I’m going to move up…I just 
 don’t want to quit and not know that I have something else to fall back on. I like 
 security. I like to be independent myself. I like to make my own money. 
 
Erika was hesitant to accept a position that paid more but was also more demanding 
because she wanted to be available for her children while they are young. She expressed 
even more tentativeness because she did not feel that her job was secure, yet in the same 
stroke she proclaimed her desire to be “independent” and make her “own money.” Erika 
clearly considered the future as she weighed her options about this decision.  
 It was common for women in this group to consider how decisions about work 
and “moving up” or receiving a pay increase would affect their government support 
eligibility. Colleen, a 42-year-old mother of two young twin boys, was finishing up 
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nursing school and was also sporadically working part-time. She expected to attain a 
well-paying job when she graduates because of her past experience and specialized field 
of expertise. She discussed what her financial circumstance will look like when she starts 
making more money and subsequently loses all of her government supports. She said:  
  I certainly start thinking about numbers and I’m like ok if I make $32 an hour and 
 I’m working 33 hours a week, it’s almost $1,000 a week and then after taxes and 
 everything say I bring home $600 a week now after 401K, after health 
 insurance…Our gas bill is like $300 a month, so it’s gonna be tough…I think 
 overall because I’m gonna make so much when I get out, we’re gonna be over 
 that hump. 
 
The “hump” Colleen is referring to are the series of government support losses (phase-
outs or cliffs) that will occur once she begins to increase her income. However, by 
calculating the numerical outcome of this considerable pay increase she figured that, 
although money will still be tight, her family will still be able to hopefully forgo the 
potholed path that exists for individuals earning between $8 per hour and $32 per hour.  
 Silvia, a 36-year-old with three children, provided another example of how 
individuals take into account their present behavior’s effect on future circumstances. 
Silvia recognized that she will lose MassHealth in the near future because she recently 
began a new job at a health care center. However, her employer covered only a small 
percentage of her health insurance, so she formulated a plan to maximize the resume-
building potential of this position so that she can move to another company that will 
cover the expense of her health insurance and alleviate this financial detriment. She said: 
 I’m trying to use this job as like a catalyst to having the experience in a health 
 care center so that I can be able to be more attractive to another one because the 
 hospitals that I’ve looked at tell you they pay a huge portion of your insurance, up 
 to 97 percent. 
 
Silvia has considered the possibly positive future outcome of her decision to stay at the 
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job and build up the necessary skills so that she is competitively marketable to a more 
desirable employer.  
 Aisha is a 25-year-old living with her mother and brother in a Section 8 
subsidized apartment. Since her income counts toward the overall household income, an 
increase in earnings can push her family over the threshold for Section 8 eligibility. Aisha 
provided another example of a participant’s carefully deliberated decision about work 
and its consequences on her economic stability. She said: 
 I didn’t necessarily plan to be unemployed, but I didn’t want to be in the position 
 I was in anymore and I was suppose to transition into a new position…but I 
 would have five months down the line [been] subject to lay-offs, so to me it didn’t 
 make sense because the whole Section 8 thing. If my income had increased so 
 much I would have had to move, but then it’s like five months later I would have 
 been shipwrecked somewhere because I might have been laid off…if I had moved 
 into my own apartment and however much I was accustomed to making…then I 
 got a pay cut, who can survive that?  
 
Aisha clearly considered her future financial condition as she calculated the risk between 
taking the job, having to pay for an apartment independently, and being subject to a 
possible lay off five months down the line which would have left her homeless.  
 Although Erika, Colleen, Silvia, and Aisha considered how their decisions would 
affect their future circumstances, some individuals focused on short-term consequences 
while others were more farsighted. For example, according to Strathman, Gleicher, 
Boninger, and Edwards (1994), Erika, Colleen and Silvia would rate high in 
consideration of future consequences because they attached a higher degree of 
importance to how their lives would be in the future; whereas, Aisha would rate low in 
consideration of future consequences because she attached a higher degree of importance 
to more immediate outcomes (i.e., the possibility of being homeless in five months), but 
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failed to take into account that she would be unemployed.22 Since all of the individuals in 
this group were facing or had recently faced a shortfall of valuable government supports, 
the extent to which they took into account (or not) the consequences of the decisions they 
made may have had a considerable effect on how they and their families fare in that 
moment and in the future.  
The consideration of future consequences for far from loss group. Even though 
this group was not necessarily facing an immediate threat like the other group, it was still 
beneficial for these women to consider how their present behavior or decisions would 
affect their future well-being. Unlike the women who were near government support loss, 
the considerations individuals in this group discussed related to decisions such as buying 
a new car or buying a home. For example, Adriana, a 29-year-old mother with two young 
daughters, considered the potential financial burden of replacing her car. She said:  
 I like to be organized and like to plan ahead what’s going to happen in the next 
 month. I’ve been trying to save for a new car…I’d rather stay with my old car 
 rather than buying a new car and being up to here in debt. 
 
Although Adriana wanted to buy a new car and was saving for it, she acknowledged that 
it could possibly lead to financially straining situation.  
 Several participants also considered the outcomes of other decisions such as 
homeownership. Gina, a 52-year-old mother of one son, considered using the 
government-sponsored homeownership voucher program to purchase a condominium. 
She reflected on the positive outcomes of her decision to own a home. She said, “It’s 
guaranteed that nobody’s going to evict you from your own house and there is some kind 
                                                 
22 At the time of the interview, Aisha had been unemployed for four months but expected to begin work at a 
new job within one month which would result in the loss of her household’s Section 8. 
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of equity that you earn.” Gina was focused on the benefits of having a home; however 
she failed to evaluate the possible risk of being unable to make her mortgage payments if 
she lost her job. Erin, a 27-year-old mother of one young daughter, considered what she 
would do if she lost her job. She said, “The way the economy is right now it’s not that 
easy to get a good job and I don’t want to lose my job… so what would I do to make up 
for it, go back to school and then work part-time.” An important component of 
considering future consequences is being able to see beyond the present moment, as 
Adriana, Gina, and Erin have done at various levels.  
Choice Deferral  
Although the consequences of deferring a decision may be more severe for the 
women in the near loss group, the women in the group further from government support 
loss deferred decisions more frequently. They may be afforded a slightly greater margin 
of freedom to procrastinate because they were not, in that moment, caught in a crisis 
situation that demanded the most efficient use of time and resources. However, this is not 
to say that these women were not aware of future hardship and did not plan accordingly.   
 Choice deferral for near loss group. Even though some individuals do think about 
challenges that may arise in the future, they may still delay their decision for quite some 
time. Cherise, a 59-year-old mother of four daughters, demonstrated how she deferred a 
decision about an approaching predicament. She said: 
 With the young one home from summer I gotta find something for her to do, 
 because school is almost out, this week is their last week, and find some kind of 
 program that either services breakfast and lunch or something like that…I gotta 
 find a way to make sure I keep some milk and eggs and juice and stuff in the 
 house…I’m not gonna worry about it yet, still got a couple days and we’ll see 
 what happens. 
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Since Cherise recently experienced a loss of government supports she had been having 
trouble paying for groceries. Furthermore, since her youngest daughter was receiving free 
breakfasts and lunches at school, she expressed concern about being able to feed her 
daughter once she was home full-time. Despite her concern, she still had not made a firm 
plan about how she was going to manage this issue even though school was to end in a 
few days. Cherise and her daughter might have found themselves in a distressing position 
due to this lack of action.  
 Ellie, a 44-year-old mother of two young daughters, recently lost Food Stamps 
because of an increase in her wages. Consequently, she also expected to lose MassHealth 
once she was to come up for re-certification in a few months. She stated: 
 I just live one day at a time…when the time comes for [MassHealth] which is in 
 December, most likely in October or November I’ll be calling them to see what I 
 can do ‘cause I really don’t want to take BlueCross BlueShield here, it’s too much 
 money. 
 
Ellie was aware that another government support loss was on the horizon and had stated 
that she did not want to be in a situation where she had to pay for her company’s 
expensive health insurance. Even though she planned to call someone within the 
Department of Health and Human Services it was not guaranteed that they would present 
her with a viable option. Thus, by postponing action, she put herself and her daughters in 
jeopardy of being without insurance which may have cost her more in the long run (e.g., 
costly medical expenses if an emergency occurs or a tax penalty since she lives in 
Massachusetts).  
 Although a few women in this group did defer decisions, it was not a common 
occurrence. Given this group’s urgent need to prepare, plan, and protect themselves from 
58 
 
the sudden loss of critical resources (e.g., housing, nutrition, care for their children, 
health insurance, etc.), the time that is lost deferring a decision and not taking action may 
be costly and largely detrimental to their own and their family’s well-being. Part of the 
reason they may have deferred a decision involving government supports was because of 
the costs associated with applying for or recertifying these supports.    
Choice deferral for far from loss group. Just as some women in the near loss 
group deferred decisions, a few women in this group did the same. However, similar to 
the previous section, the decisions the women in this group deferred were less pressing in 
nature. Yasmin, a 35-year-old mother of five teenagers, asserted that she wanted to “go 
back to school, finish [her] degree.” However, she defended her lack of action by saying, 
“I’m still waiting for a couple of things.” She then ended up reconsidering her decision 
all together. She said, “Is it even worth going back to school? Maybe I will stay here, you 
know, and just live and work ‘cause go back to school for what? To owe more money? 
To pay more student loans? And to make, what, maybe a couple thousand dollars more.” 
Yasmin continued to vacillate about this decision throughout the course of the interview. 
She knew it was what she was expected to do, but questioned the immediate monetary 
cost and was unsure about the possibly small future benefit of finishing her education.  
 Gina was another example of a participant who postponed making a committed 
decision. Her ultimate goal is open her own bakery, so she first sought out a job in a 
bakery. She explained, “I was hoping to start working in a bakery to have some training 
‘cause I would like to open a small bakery…but there is no way they will pay you like 14 
or 15, that was the amount I was looking for.” She decided to put her dream on hold and 
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pursue other avenues so she enrolled in a training program. However, she fell short of the 
necessary hours to get a job. She said:  
 I took, in April this year, a medical interpreter training, but it was 21 hours…they 
 require more for hiring, so I am going to start from September to December to 
 finish completely…and in January I am going to start looking to go to school. 
 
However, she was hesitant about committing to this decision as well. She said, “I cannot 
go to school, I would not be able to concentrate if I have a problem financially.” Gina did 
not establish a clear plan as a result of her indecisiveness. Even though her lack of action 
was not putting her well-being in severe jeopardy, it was still hindering her ability to 
realize her dream to open up her own bakery. 
Transaction Costs 
Although some women spoke of the cost of accepting help from personal sources, 
the majority of the discussions regarding transaction costs involved dealing with the 
welfare office. While the experience of losing government supports is challenging, the 
process of acquiring and recertifying supports presents other obstacles for individuals in 
this position. The transaction costs associated with these mandatory processes included 
feeling degraded or shamed, experiencing an invasion of privacy, frustration about the 
length waiting period at the welfare office and being treated poorly, and the incredibly 
lengthy waiting list for certain government supports. The women closer to government 
support loss were more likely to be using government supports and thus these 
experiences may have been more common for them, however the women in the group 
further from a loss in government support continued to echo similar experiences.  
Transaction costs for near loss group. Sheri, a 33-year-old mother of three 
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children, explained how she felt degraded at the welfare office. She said, “Why should 
you look at me any differently like I’m less, so it’s just really nasty there…it seems like 
they get the nastiest people to work. You have a bad attitude, you’re hired.” Sheri’s 
feeling of being viewed as “less” or insignificant by the staff at the welfare office was 
reiterated by many other participants.  
Not only is the process of applying for or recertifying government supports 
inconvenient and often insulting to the individuals seeking help, but the time it takes to 
move through the process also costs the individual valuable time off of work or away 
from their children. Silvia was a participant that expressed great frustration with the re-
certification process for only $36 worth of Food Stamps. She said, “[The welfare office] 
ask for everything under the sun for $36.” While most participants weighed the benefit of 
receiving government supports as greater than the cost of the bureaucratic process, there 
was still an expense associated with the transaction.  
 As discussed in the section on social support, some women in this group spoke of 
how they chose not to accept help from others because of their “pride” or not wanting to 
“owe” anyone anything. For these participants, the cost associated with receiving help 
was greater than the sacrifice of surviving without the assistance.   
Transaction Costs for far from loss group. Although most of these women earned 
incomes that deemed them ineligible for government supports, they still discussed the 
costs associated with dealing with the welfare office. Joanna, a 30-year-old mother of two 
young boys, said: 
You know and with all the rules that they have in place it’s very degrading… I’m 
not a damn number…you literally walk in and you’re standing in this little 
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concrete wall, in- in a corridor, very small, with a toilet, like the bathroom is right 
there, and all you can smell is everybody that’s come out of the bathroom and you 
literally pull a number and you wait!  And you wait, and you wait.  Finally they 
get to your number then you go over and they give you an application and another 
number!  And you wait, and you wait, and you fill out your stuff, they come back 
and take it, they give you another number and then you wait some more.  Even if 
you have a scheduled appointment, you wait for two hours.  You have to clear a 
whole day just to go to the welfare office for something simple as like an ID.  
 
This same sentiment of frustration deterred Tanya, a 30-year-old mother of one son. She 
said: 
 I don’t apply for anything ‘cause they want your whole life, the application is not 
 simple…they want this, this, and this, and then you get nothing, so I don’t bother 
 anymore…it’s too frustrating, it’s very discouraging, it’s very depressing. 
 
Although their experiences of degradation, inconvenience, and discouragement were 
authentic, it is important to note that the few women who discussed forgoing government 
support because of frustration with the system all had incomes that made them eligible 
for very minimal amounts of government supports.  
Overall Well-being 
Participants near a government support loss scored higher on the overall well-
being measure than those further from a loss experience (see Figure 4). This finding 
coupled with the finding that this group also consisted of high proactive copers is 
consistent with the previous analysis that established that proactive coping significantly 
predicts well-being. Beyond the fundamental finding that the women near a loss situation 
were doing better based on survey measures of well-being, the interviews revealed that 
these women also expressed a greater sense of hope and fortitude than the women in the 
other group.  Even though the women further from government support loss had more 
interpersonal supports and higher incomes, they expressed feeling more anxiety, despair, 
and a fear that, if something were to happen, they would not have a sufficient safety net 
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in place to catch them (i.e., support from the government).  
Figure 4. 
Interview Group Variations for Overall Well-being Measure 
 
Note. All Participants (M=90.35 SD=19.35), Near Government Support Loss (M=109.28, SD=16.50), Far 
from Government Support Loss (M=93.20, SD=17.05). 
 
Overall well-being for near loss group. When describing how they themselves 
and their families were doing overall, many of the women in this group acknowledged 
their recent hardship but also affirmed that they were doing fair enough. Silvia 
exemplified this finding. She said: 
 I think overall we’re relatively fine. We’re relatively happy at the end of the day. I 
 feel fortunate to be healthy, to have a job, to be able to go and work and take care 
 of them, I feel fortunate to do that. Just know that life is not defined by how much 
 money you have and you still need to be happy and content or else that will get 
 you in the end…It will definitely get bothersome when I start to see it though. 
 
Colleen also honestly admitted that she felt “really anxious, but I think it’s a good anxiety 
because it’s pushing me.” Similarly, Ellie said, “It’s hard, but it’s good.” Cherise 
conveyed a hopeful tone as she said, “You just have to keep a smile and just keep up 
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ahead, gotta think clever, and never let too much get ya down because you’re not gonna 
change it.” Even though these women were all bordering on a considerable loss situation, 
their positive dispositions continued to endure.  
 A common theme of perseverance and personal agency became apparent as 
women in this group discussed their well-being. Cherise said, “We’re doing pretty good, 
maybe a six…I don’t think there’s nothing that we can’t get over and around if we just 
stick together.” Along the same lines, Sheri said: 
 It gets overwhelming at times, I mean it’s always gonna be challenging…you 
 can’t concentrate on what you don’t have, you have to stay motivated and push 
 forward…I’m a go-getter, I’m gonna make it work and I’m not gonna become the 
 situation…You can’t always look at it as a negative experience even though it 
 might be overwhelming at the time, you have to really sit down and plan a way 
 that you’re gonna get out of that situation…I’m looking at my future and what I 
 want and that’s all I’m focusing on and I’m moving ahead. 
 
Sheri’s message of personal agency was echoed by Colleen who gave reasons why she 
felt she was doing so well. She said: 
 I just attribute it to a lot of hard work…I have been on my own since I was 17 
 but I never lost sight of my goal of what I ever wanted to do so I became a 
 nursing assistant when I was 17…it’s just basically having my eye on the target 
 and never ever ever losing focus or being unsure of what I’ve wanted to do. 
 
Although, overall, this group seemed to be faring fairly well, some participants 
were struggling more than others. Erika was concerned about how the recent shift in her 
work schedule would affect her children. She said, “For me to have this change now is, I 
think it will be affecting them. They’re not showing it, but I think it affects them, 
emotionally. I think it affects them ‘cause they wish I was here at night.” Cynthia was 
concerned about the nine mouths she had to feed.  She said, “Every day I just hope and 
pray that I, as the mother, the head of the household, that I’m able to feed each and every 
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kid or give them something to eat so that they don’t have to notice that we’re in a crisis.” 
Although these women were understandably struggling with their situation, the majority 
of women in this group reported that they were doing fine.  
Women in this group, for the most part, continued to believe in their ability to 
endure challenges as a motivating force to move forward despite their crisis situations. As 
evidenced by their testimonies and in confirmation of the survey finding, these women 
were faring fairly well. 
 Overall well-being for far from loss group. Despite the fact that women in this 
group had a considerably higher average income than those in the near loss group, it was 
not indicative of how well they fared overall. Even though these women were not facing 
a current economic crisis, they were still enduring financial hardship. Yasmin discussed 
how difficult it is for her to get by without government support. She said: 
 If I compare what we’re going through right now back 3 years ago, it’s very, it’s 
 very hard. I never had my electricity bill behind, my gas bill so high, so I used to 
 pay one, two hundred for the entire winter, now it’s like six, so it’s very 
 tough…so I got less money, more stuff to deal with…I was making less money, 
 but I had less bills, and everything was cheaper…I didn’t have to pay health 
 insurance and I used to get like around $6000 back from my taxes. 
 
Yasmin maintained that she was doing better when she was receiving government 
supports compared to her current situation in which she had “more stuff to deal with” but 
“less money” to deal with it.   
 Some women shared strong sentiments of despair. For example, Erin’s financial 
hardship had taken a toll on her mental, emotional, and physical health. She recounted: 
 I really had to get on medication because of all this stress and just livin’ 
 paycheck to paycheck wondering how I am gonna pay my bills, getting shut off 
 notices for the lights or not having enough food in my house, it’s a lot of 
 things…I struggle with anxiety…It has affected me mentally and emotionally and 
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 physically. I used to be a big girl and now, people, they walk by me and they 
 don’t even know who I am. And I’ve lost a lot of weight the past 3 years…I don’t 
 sleep at night and I’ve had it before but not as severe as these past few years to the 
 point where I had decided to see a doctor and I take medication for anxiety. 
 
Erin’s entire welfare had been affected by her challenging financial condition.  The 
anxiety Erin experienced had peaked since she had been cut off government supports. 
 Alicia, a 35-year-old mother of three teenage children, depicted a similarly dire 
picture as she too struggled without government support. She said: 
 Everyday there is a chokehold around me, you know, where sometimes it’s 
 really hard to breathe…because most days you feel this consistent choke because 
 there is always a bill that needs to be paid.  You can only pay a little on this bill, 
 just to keep them off of your back about two weeks before you have to give them 
 a little bit more money. And so it’s this constant game of chess with these bills to 
 just finagle the bills to keep everybody happy for the moment. 
 
Although Alicia was feeling suffocated by her financial responsibilities, she discussed 
feeling more knowledgeable, more prepared, and more hopeful about her fiscal future 
than she was in the past. She said:  
 Technically I was in a better financial situation than I am now even though back 
 then I was making $35,000 where now I’m not even making $32,000, so it may 
 sound  weird…but like I said I think I’m in a better position to understand what I 
 need to do in order to maintain that income growth and how to deal with losses, 
 back then I was just lost. 
 
Alicia’s reflection attested to the reasons she felt she was in a “better position.” She 
attributed this improvement in her well-being to the fact that she developed a financially 
literate base of knowledge over time and was now aware of “how to deal with losses” 
rather than just feeling “lost.”  
Although many of the women in this group continued to struggle, several 
participants did express feelings of relief, freedom, and pride as they took their first step 
toward economic self-sufficiency. Tanya, for example, said: 
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Am I poor? Yeah. But are my bills paid? Yes. Do I have any money? No. But I 
have a  roof over my head, I have food in my fridge and my bills are paid. I’m ok 
with that…there’s rewards for not taking the system’s benefits…’cause if I was 
on the  system and not taking those increases I would not be able to do 
nothing…it sucks, but in a sense it gives you a freedom. 
 
Similar to Tanya’s testimony to the liberating feeling of not being reliant on government 
supports, Joanna expressed a related sentiment. She said: 
 It’ll be the first time in my life, ever in my life, I have to say I’m a little proud. 
 The first time in my life that I haven’t been on some type of state aid like so it’s a 
 huge hurdle…I’m proud of myself to know that I’ve made it this far and that I 
 must’ve done something right. I’ve educated myself enough to get a job that pays 
 that well, you know, and it’s terrific, but it scares the hell out of me. 
 
The women in this group wrestled with the balance between the fear and insecurity of not 
having a state-supported safety net and the parallel sense of freedom associated with their 
independent status.  
These women spoke of their well-being with mixed sentiments. They discussed 
the enduring struggles and the fear associated with living paycheck to paycheck without 
the safety net of government supports. At the same time, they expressed a sense of pride 
because they were, for the most part, supporting themselves. Unlike the near loss group, 
the aftermath of losing valuable government support had materialized for these women. 
Although policymakers have deemed their income sufficient enough for them to make 
ends meet on their own, their lived experience did not substantiate this assumption.  
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Chapter Five: Discussion 
 
The aim of this study was to lend insight into how women manage financially 
vulnerable periods in their lives and how they fare as a result. The research focused on 
women in households earning less than what would be necessary for them to be 
economically self-sufficient, thus making their reliance on the help of others, including 
the government, a necessity of life. Previous research has demonstrated that although 
women in this situation struggle considerably (e.g., McGrath, Keita, Stickland, & Russo, 
1990), they are also resilient and resourceful as they develop strategies to balance work 
and family responsibilities (Garey, 1999). And the findings from this study support and 
expand on these observations.  
The women that took part in the survey were doing well, overall, based on their 
composite scores of well-being. However, individual measures indexing financial, 
psychological, and physical well-being revealed fault lines in how they were doing.  
Financially, these women were in precarious situations finding it difficult to pay 
bills on time and missing meals occasionally to save money. These findings, however, are 
not surprising and are consistent with previous research on low-income individuals (e.g., 
Slay, Kim, & Ort, 2005; Nord, Andrews, & Carlson, 2004). The majority of participants 
reported that their family members were the most helpful in terms of financial support, 
yet when asked who had actually helped them in the past six months, only one-third 
received help from family (a similar percentage to those who received help from the 
government). One-fifth of the women reported receiving no financial help at all. The 
strain that this lack of support had on participants must have taken its toll.  
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The stress associated with managing finances may relate to why these women 
scored high on psychological distress and low on satisfaction with life. This is consistent 
with previous research showing that low-income individuals, particularly women in these 
groups, have higher levels of psychological distress than adults in higher socio-economic 
groups (e.g., McGrath, Keita, Stickland, & Russo, 1990).  
Given this, the finding that the women experienced good health may be 
surprising. However, the health questions focused on physical dimensions of health and 
these women may indeed be healthy (e.g., “In general, how is your health?”). Part of the 
‘good health’ reported by these women may relate to a health care policy in 
Massachusetts that mandates health insurance for all residents and provides a state 
subsidized plan for individuals meeting eligibility criteria. Recent studies on health care 
use show that the number of underinsured23 residents in the Commonwealth is 5.6 percent 
compared to 17.1 percent nationally, and recent reforms offering low-cost sharing options 
for low-income individuals and their families have improved their access to health care 
(Long, 2008).   
Many of these women reported that they anticipated crises and took measures to 
deal with them before they arose—which is referred to as proactive coping. The proactive 
coping assessment measured their general propensity of managing their circumstance and 
upcoming problems. For example, statements such as “I am a ‘take charge’ person,” “I 
try to let things work out on their own,” “when I experience a problem I take the initiative 
                                                 
23 Long (2008) refers to the “underinsured” as those individuals who pay out-of-pocket health care costs 
equaling 10 percent or more of income for higher income people and 5 percent or more for lower income 
people (incomes below 200 percent FPL). 
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in resolving it,” and “I break down a problem into smaller parts and do one part at a 
time,” broadly measured the extent to which someone proactively copes. Since this 
measure was not targeted to assess how low-income individuals near a crisis situation 
proactively cope, it is an equally appropriate instrument to measure the general proactive 
coping tendencies of those further from government support loss as well. The 
participants’ economic situation may have forced them to be more agentic than those in 
higher income brackets as evidenced by their higher proactive coping scores relative to 
middle class samples (Greenglass, Schwarzer, & Taubert, 1999).  
However, it is not clear from the survey if the participants’ perceived proactive 
efforts are effective in averting or minimizing crisis. Individual measures of well-being 
suggest that may not be; however, the overall measure of well-being suggests otherwise. 
The hypothesis that proactive coping significantly predicts overall well-being for low-
income women was confirmed. The significant correlation between proactive coping and 
well-being paralleled previous research which found that the scores on the proactive 
coping subscale were positively correlated with life satisfaction for middle class 
populations (e.g., Greenglass, 2002a). Since causality is undetermined, the women who 
are proactively taking steps to lessen the effects of a stressful event are either able to do 
so because of their already high levels of well-being or are doing so and, as a result, have 
higher levels of well-being.   
Research suggests that social support is important to the well-being of women 
especially in this income group (e.g., Llanos, Orozco, & Garcia, 1999). Based on 
previous research, social support was expected to be related to proactive coping and well-
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being, but it did not mediate this relation. This may have been because there was minimal 
variance in the social support scores which may have made it difficult to test and 
consequently have a significant effect on proactive coping and well-being. It is also 
possible that, as evidenced by the survey scores, the extent and reliability of low-income 
women’s interpersonal network is so limited that it neither helps nor hinders the extent to 
which they plan for and cope with financial hardship. Although the majority of 
participants did report having close friends who were helpful when they needed to talk 
about personal issues or problems, this may not have had a direct effect on how they 
make strategic financial decisions. It is also important to note that the relation between 
proactive coping and social support has never been tested for low-income populations. 
Women’s responses on survey items provide threads of information on matters of 
great concern to them and how they are doing as they navigate their difficult lives. How 
women talk about their lives, why they made the decisions they did, and the meaning 
they give to their experiences, allow for these threads to be tied together. In the next 
section, these women’s conversations are considered in light of what was learned in the 
surveys, but extends them by examining whether being in a financial crisis situation 
played a role.  
The concerns of women near and far from the loss of government support were 
alike in some regards. For example, the average age of participants and the average age 
and number of children were comparable. However, there were noteworthy differences 
that may partly be related to other aspects of their lives such as differing household 
incomes, employment rates, and partnership status.  These and other important factors are 
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considered as their networks of support, their decision-making, and their well-being are 
looked at in more depth.  
Exploring the Construct Comparisons 
What is of interest is that women in the near loss group reported levels of social 
support similar to survey participants overall, but lower than women in the far from loss 
group. Two distinguishing commonalities between the survey group and the near loss 
group are their comparably lower incomes ($21,250 per year and $25,625 per year, 
respectively) and their similarly higher rates of divorce (20 percent and 37.5 percent, 
respectively) compared to the average income ($31,875 per year) and divorce rate (10 
percent) of the far from loss group. The women who were near a government support loss 
situation spoke of fewer sources of interpersonal support. Their higher rates of divorce 
and lower rates of marriage or partnership may have further narrowed their support 
network and their considerably lower incomes (compared to the group further from a 
loss) may have made them more needy and vulnerable to interpersonal sources of 
support. This is congruent with previous research that has found that when overwhelming 
pressure is placed on personal sources of support, they are often driven away if the need 
for assistance is persistent or too severe (Bolger, Foster, Vinokur, & Ng, 1996; Lane & 
Hobfoll, 1992; Park & Folkman, 1997). This may be the case for the women 
experiencing or close to experiencing a financial crisis. The near loss group may not only 
overly strain their interpersonal supports, but as Silvia attested to, the participants’ friends 
and family often have equally scarce financial and personal resources and are unable to 
extend any extra assistance to anyone else.  
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Comparatively, the women further from a loss situation may have had higher 
scores on measures of social support because they had higher rates of employment and 
income, and were further from a crisis; consequently, they may have had more extensive 
and less strained interpersonal resources. In addition, women in this group spoke of their 
networks as mutually beneficial and supplemented more readily by their current partners, 
former partners, and/or by the father of their children. This is a noteworthy finding 
particularly because research has shown that partners can contribute in largely significant 
ways toward attenuating the effect of challenges women often face when taking on 
multiple roles in their family and at work (Edwards, 2006; Stevens, Minnotte, Mannon, & 
Kiger, 2006). However, stress associated with financial hardship often puts considerable 
strain on relationships resulting in high rates of dissolution (Presser, 2003). But because 
these partnerships can be so beneficial for the partners and for their families, policy and 
programs must provide low-income couples with the appropriate tools to effectively 
sustain and strengthen their relationships.  
The feeling of a narrow support system along with the immediacy of shifts in their 
financial situation may explain why women in the near loss group have higher proactive 
coping scores than women in the far from loss group. In anticipation of a stressful 
situation, these participants may have been energized to take preventive action steps 
which involved creating plans, developing creative strategies, and effectively 
accumulating a pool of resources to buffer the effects of the loss. They had to take action 
to avert a crisis and there were few people around on which to rely if they did not take 
action, so they often turned to sources outside their interpersonal network (e.g., 
73 
 
scholarships and discount rates for child care) for financial help.  
Along with differences in the extent to which women in these two groups 
proactively coped with upcoming events were qualitative differences in what these 
women were planning for. Beyond how the two groups differed on their survey scores, 
the salience of how and what they were planning for, as discussed in the interviews, 
revealed marked contrasts. The women in the near loss group had to make plans for 
events that were happening in the near future, many of which would induce considerable 
financial hardship. For example, Colleen researched and secured a discounted rate for her 
twin boys to attend summer camp because she knew she was going to lose her child care 
vouchers and she could not afford to stay at home with them throughout the summer. 
Comparatively, women in the far from loss group also employed proactive coping 
strategies, but were not in crisis mode because their future hardship was more minor and 
less pressing. For example, Tanya expected that she would need new tires in a few 
months and was beginning to save money to make this purchase. Although the women 
further from a government support loss were proactive copers, they were afforded more 
latitude in their planning horizons and, as a result, had the ability to develop stronger 
safety nets.  In addition, given that they were not on the brink of a major loss of financial 
support, the types of future hardships they were planning for were less critical in terms of 
their immediate well-being.  
The differences in what occupied women’s attention and the meaning it had to 
their livelihood and their ability to function, may help in the finer grade analysis of what 
they considered when making decisions, if they made a decision at all. The decision-
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making process—whether women considered their future and acted on this, deferred 
making a decision, or thought of the cost of attaining resources—provides insights of 
how women close to and far from government support loss plan for and cope with future 
hardship.   
Women in the midst of a pending crisis (those in the near loss group) focused 
their attention on more immediate concerns. Aisha, for example, chose not to take a job 
which would have forced her to lose her Section 8 and be subject to a possible lay off five 
months down the line which would have left her homeless. This short-sightedness is 
negatively perceived in the literature (e.g., Strathman et al., 1994); however, previous 
research has not focused on low-income individuals on the brink of financial loss and it is 
unreasonable to assume these women have the luxury of taking the time to weigh their 
options or even to be afforded an option that would go beyond simply meeting their 
urgent need.  
Women not in the midst of crisis (those in the far from loss group) were less ruled 
by issues that required more immediate responses.  Adriana, for example, weighed her 
decision not to buy a new car, even though she would need to replace her old one 
eventually, because she did not want to go into debt. Although both groups considered 
future consequences, what the future would bring was more fixedly on the minds of 
women in the near loss group, which may have motivated them to act proactively. 
Not only did the near loss group think about the future more often and in different 
ways than the far from loss group, but they were less likely to defer decisions. The 
consequences of doing so would have been more severe for them than women in the far 
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from loss situation, and delaying a decision would not have offered an easier choice later 
on, which is one reason why people wait to make decisions (Janis & Mann, 1977). The 
tendency to not defer decisions, in other words to take timely and preventive action, is 
exemplified by the women who proactively coped. Colleen, for example, gave premature 
birth to twin boys and spent a great deal of time researching which signs she should pay 
attention to catch developmental delays; she took action as soon as they started missing 
major milestones and as a result they received the necessary care in a timely manner.  
 There were women in the near loss group that did delay making important 
decisions, and the results were often costly to them and their families. For example, 
Cherise knew that the school year was ending very soon and worried about how she was 
going to feed her daughter breakfast and lunch throughout the summer, but did not take 
any action to prepare for this upcoming predicament. Similarly, Ellie had recently lost 
Food Stamps and anticipated losing MassHealth in several months but decided to delay 
confronting this upcoming loss until a month before it occurred. It is possible that both 
Cherise and Ellie deferred their decisions because their recent loss in government support 
caused them to feel too overwhelmed to deal with this next crisis. And, as stated, when 
the near loss group deferred making a decision, the consequences were more adverse than 
the far from loss group. This is exemplified by Cherise and Ellie, who both put the 
physical well-being of their daughters in jeopardy by deferring their decisions about 
ensuring their basic nutrition needs are met (in Cherise’s case) and ensuring they will be 
covered by health insurance (in Ellie’s case). Cherise and Ellie did not consider future 
consequences overall or plan for hardship in a proactive manner. However, they were the 
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exception for choice deferral in the near loss group.  
Even though women in both groups talked similarly about the transaction costs 
incurred by their decisions to act, the consequences of not acting were greater for women 
in the near compared to the far from loss group, which made the cost to benefit ratio 
higher for them, relatively speaking. The transaction costs associated with receiving 
assistance were similar for both groups in regards to their experiences at the welfare 
office; particularly, the common feeling of degradation and shame, the invasion of 
privacy, and the frustration regarding the lengthy waiting period to be seen. For example, 
as affirmed by participants in both groups, Sheri expressed being viewed as “less” or 
irrelevant by the staff at the welfare office.  Several of the women in the near loss group 
spoke of how they chose not to accept help from friends or family because of their 
“pride” or not wanting to “owe” anyone anything. For these participants, the cost 
associated with receiving help was greater than the sacrifice of surviving without the 
assistance. However, the consequences of losing resources because of transaction costs 
were more detrimental for women near financial crisis, as is true for most of these 
processes, and they were therefore more likely to endure these costs to receive the 
support. Whereas, women in the group far from loss, like Tanya, decided to forgo 
applying for government supports because she was troubled by her experience at their 
welfare office. It is important to note that women further from government support loss 
also had higher incomes (e.g., Tanya made $38,720 per year) and were most likely 
eligible for fewer (if any) government supports.     
Despite their financially precarious circumstances, the participants near a 
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government support loss scored higher than the group further from a loss situation on the 
overall well-being measure. Not only did they have higher overall well-being, but they 
also scored higher on each component measure of well-being compared to the women in 
the group far from a loss situation. The way women talked about their situations and what 
they were doing to deal with them is particularly insightful and shows, again, that these 
two groups of women are different in important ways. Although they did not deny the 
persistent struggle generated by their financial situation, the women in the near loss group 
emphasized hope, perseverance, and personal agency. The women in the far from loss 
group reported similar financial tribulations associated with living paycheck to paycheck, 
but they expressed more psychological strain and a stronger tone of despair and feelings 
of insecurity if an emergency were to occur.  
High and Low Proactive Copers  
Even though women in the near loss group differed overall in social support, 
proactive coping, consideration of future consequences, choice deferral, transaction costs, 
and well-being from women far from government support loss, it is worth examining if 
women that scored high in proactive coping shared features independent of their current 
government support status. To examine this, the median proactive score (54) for all 18 
participants was used to divide women into the high (n=11)24 and low (n=7)25 proactive 
coping groups. Women in the high proactive coping group were more likely to consider 
the future when making decisions (namely Erika, Colleen, Silvia, Aisha, and Adriana) 
                                                 
24 The high proactive coping group is comprised of 45 percent of the women from the near loss group (n=5) 
and 55 percent of the women from the far from loss group (n=6).  
25 The low proactive coping group is comprised of 43 percent of the women from the near loss group (n=3) 
and 57 percent of the women from the far from loss group (n=4). 
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and scored significantly higher on the overall well-being index (M=99.07, SD=17.78) 
than women in the low proactive coping group (M=81.79, SD=17.01), t(17)=4.36, p<.01. 
This is consistent with the findings reported thus far.  
 Two features that distinguished the groups was household income and partner 
status. Women in the high compared to low proactive group were likely to have lower 
incomes ($26,500 per year and $33,750 per year, respectively), and were more likely to 
be married or in a partnership (54 percent compared to 32 percent). This diverges from 
the reported findings that the earlier analysis suggested that women acting proactively 
were less likely to be married or in partnership than those who did not.  The financial or 
emotional support or even the shared decision-making responsibility a partner often 
provides may play a more important role in the extent to which one proactively copes 
than was apparent from the previous analyses in this study. This comparison between 
high and low proactive copers provided further support for the strength of the relation 
between proactive coping and well-being for low-income individuals. It also endorsed the 
claim that the consideration of future consequences does play an active role in proactive 
coping and uncovered a possibly important link between proactive coping and partner 
status.    
Although trying to survive on a low income is challenging for all individuals, the 
experience of losing government supports can propel households into a crisis situation 
which may cause them to act or react in distinctive ways. As evidenced by this research, 
individuals who face impending or actual government support loss because of an increase 
in income and who proactively plan make better strides towards becoming economically 
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self-sufficient and investing in the health and well-being of their families now and in the 
future. This, in turn, may continue to encourage and promote the ability to act in 
proactive ways and may lead to greater overall well-being.  
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Chapter Six: Conclusions 
 
Welfare behaviorism posits that low-income families lead chaotic lives and low-
income mothers make unreasonable decisions regarding their children because they 
cannot plan for the future or sort out their own responsibilities (Mead, 1998). However, 
many of the women from this study who proactively coped challenged this claim. 
Creating strategies to manage the daily stresses of life is a process that often demands 
creative and resilient solutions that are dependent upon planning (Garey, 1999). As 
evidenced in this research, proactive coping strategies used to effectively plan for and 
lessen the effects of economic hardship requires individuals with limited resources to use 
ingenuity and foresight as they secure the resources necessary to survive financial loss. 
And their ability to do so matters for their overall well-being.  
The precious few resources that low-income individuals and their families survive 
on are often delicately balanced and require them to be perpetually aware of what they 
have and what they may lose. The ways in which low-income individuals manage their 
resources (whether it is government support or help from family and friends) are critical 
to their survival. Government supports are meant to serve as essential, yet temporary, 
stepping stones for individuals and their families as they make their way out of poverty. 
In order to make the climb out of poverty and become economically self-sufficient, an 
individual must reduce reliance on their government supports (Scott, London, and Gross, 
2007). How families reduce their reliance has implications for social policy reform and is 
of great concern to psychologists, sociologists, social workers, economists, and 
policymakers (e.g., Monroe, Tiller, O’Neil, & Blalock, 2007; Pearson, 2007; Romich, 
81 
 
2007; Scott, London, & Gross, 2007; Auh, Cook, Crull, & Fletcher, 2006; London, Scott, 
Edin, & Hunter, 2004).  
Research Directions and Policy Considerations 
This study has created numerous possibilities for further research. All future 
studies should include larger sample sizes and should examine men and women. In 
conjunction with basic demographic expansions, future research should ensure 
recruitment expands beyond social service organizations to ensure a more reflective 
sample.  
Since proactive coping is a set of skills that can be taught, future research should 
examine whether these competencies are passed on between generations. The correlation 
between parents’ proactive coping scores and children’s proactive coping scores can be 
assessed longitudinally to determine if intergenerational effects exist or can be taught.  
Measures of self-efficacy should also be tested to assess its expected positive correlation 
with proactive coping for low-income individuals. 
The role of social support in proactive coping also warrants further attention. The 
majority of previous research has suggested that social support primarily provides 
emotional benefits to the individual and has largely disregarded the empirical exploration 
of the role that social support plays in providing information or assisting an individual 
assess stressful events (Aspinwall & Taylor, 1997). The findings from this study reveal 
that social support does not have as clear of a role as expected and thus requires deeper 
exploration. First, the reason why those individuals closest to a crisis situation had fewer 
interpersonal supports needs to be examined further. Second, social support did not fare 
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as a strong mediator and so its association with both proactive coping and well-being also 
necessitates more research. Although research has shown that individuals in severe 
circumstances often lose personal supports because of the added pressure of the stressful 
event (e.g., Park & Folkman, 1997), other research suggests that social support plays a 
greater role in both proactive coping (e.g., Greenglass, 1993) and well-being (e.g., 
Llanos, Orozco, & Garcia, 1999) than it did in this research. However, these studies were 
not conducted with low-income populations. Future research must examine whether the 
established role of social support in regards to proactive coping and well-being is 
different for low-income individuals compared to the predominantly researched sample 
pool of middle class participants. The partner’s role in proactive coping also warrants 
further research.  
Another prospective avenue for future research involves quantifying the relation 
between the psychological construct of proactive coping and the behavioral economics 
constructs of consideration of future consequences and choice deferral. This research 
established qualitative associations between the three constructs, but this can and should 
be quantitatively explored using adapted scales measuring each construct.  
A potential application of this research is to develop programmatic interventions 
for teaching low-income individuals how to proactively cope. As previously discussed, 
proactive coping is a series of competencies, not a set disposition; and thus, its 
malleability allows for the possibility of it being taught. Researchers have found that an 
intervention promoting proactive coping techniques for middle aged and older adults 
significantly improved their proactive coping competencies (Bode, De Ridder, Kuijer, & 
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Bensing, 2007). Focusing interventions on specific proactive coping skills, such as stock 
piling resources and realistic goal setting, is a feasible way to improve an individual’s 
overall ability to proactively cope (Sohl & Moyer, in press). If the proactive coping 
intervention program is found to significantly improve proactive coping skills, then it can 
be used to further determine if a causal relation with well-being exists. This targeted 
intervention can be supported by government TANF appropriations and developed into a 
training curriculum employed by social service providers and other professionals who 
work with low-income populations to teach proactive coping skills and better help them 
prepare for future hardship.  
In addition to helping encourage proactive coping skills among low-income 
individuals, providing couples with outside counseling on how to maintain a healthy 
partnership should also be more widely accessible to low-income communities. Many 
churches with largely African American congregations have begun delivering programs 
and resources to promote, enrich, and restore marriages among their parishioners (Ooms, 
2002). One way churches are doing this is to train married couples to mentor younger 
couples by providing support and guidance to help them manage the ups and downs of 
their relationship. Another point of entry for intervention is during the “magic moment” 
which is an integral stage in a couple’s relationship wherein an abundance of positive 
feelings occurs and projections of a long-lasting union hold considerable promise (Ooms, 
2002). Previous research, for example, has identified the time around a child’s birth as a 
“magic moment” for low-income unmarried couples (McLanahan, Garfinkel, & Mincy, 
2001). As they were nearing their “magic moment,” Darla, an expectant mother and 
84 
 
participant in this study, discussed her desire to work with her boyfriend through their 
communication challenges before the arrival of their first child to ensure the continuation 
of their strong and close relationship. Partners can play an essential role in helping to 
attenuate financial hardship and help to carry some of the weight of family 
responsibilities (e.g., Edward, 2006; Stevens et al., 2006), and if low-income couples 
receive the appropriate outside support during these critical “magic moments” they may 
be able to develop a stronger skill set for managing relationship tribulations and 
eventually enjoy a more stable and enduring partnership which, if healthy, will benefit all 
family members.  
Conclusion 
For those individuals who do manage to effectively advance along the path out of 
poverty, it is unreasonable that they were possibly tripped up along the way by potholes 
created by the government supports system. Although some individuals in the study were 
relatively more successful at negotiating the setbacks than others for various reasons, 
these obstacles are unnecessary and necessitate key shifts in social policy. Those who 
work hard should be rewarded, not punished and forced to step backward instead of 
forward. Joanna, a 30-year-old mother with two young sons, articulated the frustration 
that she and so many others experience, when she said: 
They designed [the government support system] in a way that you don’t quite get 
over the hump. You get halfway up the hill and it’s like driving a standard, you let 
go of the clutch and now you’re rolling backwards. 
 
More effective social policies and more extensive research are essential to improving the 
well-being and ensuring the prosperity of underprivileged individuals and their families.  
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Appendix A 
Learning about Families Survey 
Demographics                                                        CS-1 
 
Below are questions about yourself and your family. Please place a check next to the 
appropriate response. Remember this information will be kept confidential and will be 
available only to those researchers involved in this project. 
 
Sex:   ______Female 
   ______Male 
 
Age:    ______ 
 
Race/Ethnicity: ______African-American 
(check all that  ______Asian 
apply)   ______Caucasian (White, non-Hispanic) 
   ______Hispanic 
   ______Native American 
   ______Other (please explain): 
 
Do you regularly attend 
any religious services?: ______ 
 
Partner status:  ______Never married 
(check all that   ______Boyfriend/girlfriend  
apply)     Are you living together?____ 
     If so, how long have you been living together? ____  
   ______Married 
     If so, how long have you been married? ____ 
   ______Separated  
     If so, how long have you been separated? ____ 
     Are you living together?____ 
     If so, how long have you been living together? ____ 
   ______Divorced 
     If so, how long have you been divorced? ____ 
   ______Widowed 
     If so, how long have you been widowed? ____ 
 
How many children   
do you have?:  ______What are their initials, gender, and dates of birth? 
    Initials:____________Gender: ______Date of Birth:_______ 
    Initials:____________Gender: ______Date of Birth:_______ 
Initials:____________Gender: ______Date of Birth:_______ 
Initials:____________Gender: ______Date of Birth:_______ 
Initials:____________Gender: ______Date of Birth:_______ 
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Which of your children  
listed above live in your  
home?: (please write their 
initials down)   __________________________________________________ 
 
Who else lives  
with you 
in your home?: Initials:_____Gender: ____Date of Birth:_______Relation to you:_________ 
  Initials:_____Gender: ____Date of Birth:_______Relation to you:_________ 
  Initials:_____Gender: ____Date of Birth:_______Relation to you:_________ 
  Initials:_____Gender: ____Date of Birth:_______Relation to you:_________ 
  Initials:_____Gender: ____Date of Birth:_______Relation to you:_________ 
  Initials:_____Gender: ____Date of Birth:_______Relation to you:_________ 
  Initials:_____Gender: ____Date of Birth:_______Relation to you:_________ 
  Initials:_____Gender: ____Date of Birth:_______Relation to you:_________ 
  Initials:_____Gender: ____Date of Birth:_______Relation to you:_________ 
 
Education:  ______Some high school 
   ______High school diploma or GED 
   ______Some college 
   ______Vocational degree 
   ______Associate of Arts degree  
   ______Bachelor of Arts degree or Bachelor of Science degree 
   ______Some graduate school 
   ______Graduate degree (please explain): 
 
Current employment ______Unemployed (__looking for work or __not looking for work) 
status:   ______Disability 
(check all that apply) ______Part-time job(s)  
How many part-time jobs do you have?_____    
How many hours each week do you work at your part-
time job(s)?____ 
Is working part-time your choice____ or is it your 
only option____ 
   ______Full-time job(s)  
    How many full-time jobs do you have?_____  
    How many hours each week do you work at your full- 
time job(s)?____   
Is working full-time your choice____ or is it your 
only option____ 
______Homemaker  
   ______Student  
   ______Retired 
   ______Other (please explain): 
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How much do you  
earn each week  
before taxes?  $_________ 
 
How much does your  
partner earn each  
week before taxes? $_________ 
 
Your household is defined as: yourself, any spouse, any dependent children, and any 
dependent grandparents who live with you. Household income is the sum of money income 
received in the calendar year by all household members 15 years old and over. 
 
Total household ___under $2,500  ___$25,000 - $27,499     ___$50,000 + 
Income:  ___$2,500 - $4,999  ___$27,500 - $29,999  
   ___$5,000 - $7,499  ___$30,000 - $32,499 
   ___$7,500 - $9,999  ___$32,500 - $34,999 
   ___$10,000 - $12,499  ___$35,000 - $37,499 
   ___$12,500 - $14,999  ___$37,500 - $39,999  
   ___$15,000 - $17,499  ___$40,000 - $42,499 
   ___$17,500 - $19,999  ___$42,500 - $44,999 
   ___$20,000 - $22,499  ___$45,000 - $47,499 
   ___$22,500 - $24,999  ___$47,500 - $49,999   
 
 
Other sources of ______Alimony 
income: How much alimony do you receive each month? 
(check all that apply) $_______/month 
   ______Child Support 
     How much child support do you receive each month? 
$_______/month 
   ______Other (please explain): 
 
 
Benefits  ______TANF (Temporary Assistance for Needy Families) 
currently receiving: ______Food Stamps 
(check all that apply) ______Housing Subsidies (e.g. Section 8, public housing, or other   
             government subsidized housing) 
   ______Child Care Voucher/Subsidy 
   ______WIC 
   ______MassHealth for adults 
______MassHealth for children 
   ______Energy Assistance/Fuel Assistance 
   ______Tax benefits (e.g. EITC, State EITC, or Child Tax Credit) 
   ______Other (please explain): 
 
 
103 
 
Financial Strain 
 
Below are questions about your household’s finances. Please circle the most accurate 
response. 
 
1. During the past 6 months, how much difficulty did your household have paying bills?  
 1----------------------2----------------------3----------------------4----------------------5 
No difficulty         A little    Some       Quite a bit  A great deal 
    at all        difficulty  difficulty     of difficulty  of difficulty 
 
2. During the past 6 months, did you ever cut the size of your meals or skip meals 
because there wasn’t enough money for food? 
 1----------------------2----------------------3 
  Yes            No   Don’t know 
 
3. Have you ever lost a benefit because of a raise in wages or household income?  
 1----------------------2 
   Yes                       No 
 
If you answered “yes” please continue on to #4, if you answered “no” please skip to 
question #10. 
 
4. Which of the following benefits did you lose because of a raise in wages or household 
income? (Check all that apply) 
 ______TANF (Temporary Assistance for Needy Families) 
 ______Food Stamps 
______Housing Subsidies (e.g. Section 8, public housing, or other   
             government subsidized housing) 
   ______Child Care Voucher/Subsidy 
   ______WIC 
   ______MassHealth for adults  
______MassHealth for children 
   ______Energy Assistance/Fuel Assistance 
   ______Tax benefits (e.g. EITC, State EITC, or Child Tax Credit) 
   ______Other (please explain): 
 
5. Of the benefits that you have lost, which one affected you the most? (Check one) 
 ______TANF (Temporary Assistance for Needy Families) 
 ______Food Stamps 
______Housing Subsidies (e.g. Section 8, public housing, or other   
             government subsidized housing) 
   ______Child Care Voucher/Subsidy 
   ______WIC 
   ______MassHealth for adults  
______MassHealth for children 
   ______Energy Assistance/Fuel Assistance 
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   ______Tax benefits (e.g. EITC, State EITC, or Child Tax Credit) 
   ______Other (please explain): 
 
6. How did losing this benefit affect your life in terms of your financial situation? 
           1---------------------------2---------------------------3---------------------------4 
  Has brought a lot      Has brought a little              Has brought                 I don’t know   
    of hardship                     hardship         no hardship 
  
7. How did losing this benefit affect your life in terms of your physical health? 
           1---------------------------2---------------------------3---------------------------4 
  Has brought a lot      Has brought a little              Has brought                 I don’t know   
    of hardship                     hardship         no hardship 
 
8. How did losing this benefit affect your life in terms of your emotional well-being? 
           1---------------------------2---------------------------3---------------------------4 
  Has brought a lot      Has brought a little              Has brought                 I don’t know   
    of hardship                     hardship         no hardship 
 
9. How did losing this benefit affect your family? 
           1---------------------------2---------------------------3---------------------------4 
  Has brought a lot      Has brought a little              Has brought                 I don’t know   
    of hardship                     hardship         no hardship 
 
10. Have you ever been close to losing one or more benefits? 
  1----------------------2 
    Yes                  No 
 
11. Please put a #1 next to the benefit that would create the most trouble for you if you 
stopped receiving it, put a #2 next to the second most troublesome benefit for you to lose, 
and a #3 next to the third, and so on.  
 
 ______TANF (Temporary Assistance for Needy Families) 
 ______Food Stamps 
______Housing Subsidies (e.g. Section 8, public housing, or other   
             government subsidized housing) 
   ______Child Care Voucher/Subsidy 
   ______WIC 
   ______MassHealth for adults  
______MassHealth for children 
   ______Energy Assistance/Fuel Assistance 
   ______Tax benefits (e.g. EITC, State EITC, or Child Tax Credit) 
   ______Other (please explain): 
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12.  In terms of the benefit that would be most troublesome for you to lose (as stated in 
the previous question) what did you do or what would you do if you were about to lose 
this benefit because of an increase in your wages (check all that apply): 
 
______not take the pay raise or promotion and keep the benefit 
______take the pay raise or promotion and lose the benefit 
______find other (nongovernmental) sources of assistance (e.g. family, friends,  
             private services, such as churches, etc) 
 ______seek higher education or a job training program 
 ______find another job 
 ______other (please explain): 
 
13. Have you planned for a possible loss in a benefit by putting money away or saving 
it? 
 1----------------------2 
   Yes                       No 
 
14. Have you ever made a decision about work or school based on the availability of a 
benefit? 
 1----------------------2 
   Yes                       No 
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Social Support 
 
Below are questions about who you go to when you need help. Please check or circle the 
most accurate response.  
 
1. Sometimes people have trouble paying their bills or getting by from month to month. 
Who would you turn to if you were unable to pay your bills? (Check all that apply) 
   ______Government agency or welfare program 
   ______Private social service agency 
   ______Church or religious social service agency 
______Family member 
   ______Friend 
______Spouse, boyfriend/girlfriend, or partner 
______Ex-spouse, ex-boyfriend/ex-girlfriend, or ex-partner 
   ______Bank, credit union, or financial institution 
   ______Other (please specify): 
______No one 
______Don’t know 
 
 
2. Have you received financial help from any of the following groups in the past 6 
months? (Check all that apply) 
   ______Government agency or welfare program 
   ______Private social service agency 
   ______Church or religious social service agency 
______Family member 
   ______Friend 
______Spouse, boyfriend/girlfriend, or partner 
______Ex-spouse, ex-boyfriend/ex-girlfriend, or ex-partner 
______Bank, credit union, or financial institution 
   ______Other (please specify): 
______No one 
______Don’t know 
 
 
3. How helpful are the following people when you need to talk about personal 
problems/matters/issues? Circle an answer for each group of people. 
 
Spouse, Boyfriend/Girlfriend, or Partner 
 1---------------------------2---------------------------3---------------------------4 
 Not at all                   Somewhat                     A great deal        Not applicable 
 
Close friends  
 1---------------------------2---------------------------3---------------------------4 
 Not at all                   Somewhat                     A great deal        Not applicable 
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Father or Mother 
 1---------------------------2---------------------------3---------------------------4 
 Not at all                   Somewhat                     A great deal        Not applicable 
 
Brothers or Sisters 
 1---------------------------2---------------------------3---------------------------4 
 Not at all                   Somewhat                     A great deal        Not applicable 
 
Neighbor 
 1---------------------------2---------------------------3---------------------------4 
 Not at all                   Somewhat                     A great deal        Not applicable 
 
Professional (case managers, employer, counselor, religious leader, etc.) 
 1---------------------------2---------------------------3---------------------------4 
 Not at all                   Somewhat                     A great deal        Not applicable 
 
Other people (please specify:____________________) 
 1---------------------------2---------------------------3---------------------------4 
 Not at all                   Somewhat                     A great deal        Not applicable 
  
4. How helpful are the following people when you need money and other things? Circle 
an answer for each group of people. 
 
Spouse, Boyfriend/Girlfriend, or Partner 
 1---------------------------2---------------------------3---------------------------4 
 Not at all                   Somewhat                     A great deal        Not applicable 
 
Close friends  
 1---------------------------2---------------------------3---------------------------4 
 Not at all                   Somewhat                     A great deal        Not applicable 
 
Father or Mother 
 1---------------------------2---------------------------3---------------------------4 
 Not at all                   Somewhat                     A great deal        Not applicable 
 
Brothers or Sisters 
 1---------------------------2---------------------------3---------------------------4 
 Not at all                   Somewhat                     A great deal        Not applicable 
 
Neighbor 
 1---------------------------2---------------------------3---------------------------4 
 Not at all                   Somewhat                     A great deal        Not applicable 
 
Professional (case managers, employer, counselor, religious leader, etc.) 
 1---------------------------2---------------------------3---------------------------4 
 Not at all                   Somewhat                     A great deal        Not applicable 
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Other people (please specify:____________________) 
 1---------------------------2---------------------------3---------------------------4 
 Not at all                   Somewhat                     A great deal        Not applicable 
 
 
Health 
 
Below are questions about your health.  
 
1.  In general, how is your health? 
    1----------------------2----------------------3----------------------4----------------------5 
 Excellent        Very good       Good             Fair        Poor 
 
2. If you have a partner, in general, how is their health? 
    1----------------------2----------------------3----------------------4----------------------5 
 Excellent        Very good       Good             Fair        Poor 
 
3. If you have children, in general, how is their health? 
    1----------------------2----------------------3----------------------4----------------------5 
 Excellent        Very good       Good             Fair        Poor 
 
4. In the past 6 months, did you ever miss work because you were ill? 
    1----------------------2 
      Yes                         No  
  
 If so, about how many days of work did you miss? ______ 
 
5.  Does an ongoing physical or mental health problem or disability limit you in the kind 
of work that you can do? 
    1----------------------2 
      Yes                         No 
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Views of Life 
 
Below is a list of the ways you might have felt or behaved. Please indicate how often you 
have felt this way during the past week by circling the most appropriate answer.  
 
1.  I was bothered by things that usually don’t bother me. 
   1------------------------------2-------------------------------3------------------------------4 
 Rarely or none                   Some or a little          Occasionally or a                   Most or all 
    of the time            of the time    moderate amount of time        of the time 
(less than 1 day)            (1-2 days)               (3-4 days)          (5-7 days) 
  
 
2.  I did not feel like eating; my appetite was poor.  
  1------------------------------2-------------------------------3------------------------------4 
 Rarely or none                   Some or a little          Occasionally or a                   Most or all 
    of the time            of the time    moderate amount of time        of the time 
(less than 1 day)            (1-2 days)               (3-4 days)          (5-7 days) 
 
 
3.  I felt that I could not shake off the blues even with help from my family or friends. 
  1------------------------------2-------------------------------3------------------------------4 
 Rarely or none                   Some or a little          Occasionally or a                   Most or all 
    of the time            of the time    moderate amount of time        of the time 
(less than 1 day)            (1-2 days)               (3-4 days)          (5-7 days) 
 
 
4.  I felt I was just as good as other people. 
   1------------------------------2-------------------------------3------------------------------4 
 Rarely or none                   Some or a little          Occasionally or a                   Most or all 
    of the time            of the time    moderate amount of time        of the time 
(less than 1 day)            (1-2 days)               (3-4 days)          (5-7 days) 
 
 
5.  I had trouble keeping my mind on what I was doing. 
  1------------------------------2-------------------------------3------------------------------4 
 Rarely or none                   Some or a little          Occasionally or a                   Most or all 
    of the time            of the time    moderate amount of time        of the time 
(less than 1 day)            (1-2 days)               (3-4 days)          (5-7 days) 
 
 
6.  I felt depressed. 
  1------------------------------2-------------------------------3------------------------------4 
 Rarely or none                   Some or a little          Occasionally or a                   Most or all 
    of the time            of the time    moderate amount of time        of the time 
(less than 1 day)            (1-2 days)               (3-4 days)          (5-7 days) 
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7.  I felt that everything I did was an effort. 
  1------------------------------2-------------------------------3------------------------------4 
 Rarely or none                   Some or a little          Occasionally or a                   Most or all 
    of the time            of the time    moderate amount of time        of the time 
(less than 1 day)            (1-2 days)               (3-4 days)          (5-7 days) 
 
 
8.  I felt hopeful about the future. 
  1------------------------------2-------------------------------3------------------------------4 
 Rarely or none                   Some or a little          Occasionally or a                   Most or all 
    of the time            of the time    moderate amount of time        of the time 
(less than 1 day)            (1-2 days)               (3-4 days)          (5-7 days) 
 
 
9.  I thought my life had been a failure.  
  1------------------------------2-------------------------------3------------------------------4 
 Rarely or none                   Some or a little          Occasionally or a                   Most or all 
    of the time            of the time    moderate amount of time        of the time 
(less than 1 day)            (1-2 days)               (3-4 days)          (5-7 days) 
 
 
10.  I felt fearful. 
  1------------------------------2-------------------------------3------------------------------4 
 Rarely or none                   Some or a little          Occasionally or a                   Most or all 
    of the time            of the time    moderate amount of time        of the time 
(less than 1 day)            (1-2 days)               (3-4 days)          (5-7 days) 
 
 
11.  My sleep was restless. 
  1------------------------------2-------------------------------3------------------------------4 
 Rarely or none                   Some or a little          Occasionally or a                   Most or all 
    of the time            of the time    moderate amount of time        of the time 
(less than 1 day)            (1-2 days)               (3-4 days)          (5-7 days) 
 
 
12. I was happy. 
  1------------------------------2-------------------------------3------------------------------4 
 Rarely or none                   Some or a little          Occasionally or a                   Most or all 
    of the time            of the time    moderate amount of time        of the time 
(less than 1 day)            (1-2 days)               (3-4 days)          (5-7 days) 
 
13. I talked less than usual. 
  1------------------------------2-------------------------------3------------------------------4 
 Rarely or none                   Some or a little          Occasionally or a                   Most or all 
    of the time            of the time    moderate amount of time        of the time 
(less than 1 day)            (1-2 days)               (3-4 days)          (5-7 days) 
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14. I felt lonely. 
  1------------------------------2-------------------------------3------------------------------4 
 Rarely or none                   Some or a little          Occasionally or a                   Most or all 
    of the time            of the time    moderate amount of time        of the time 
(less than 1 day)            (1-2 days)               (3-4 days)          (5-7 days) 
 
 
15. People were unfriendly. 
  1------------------------------2-------------------------------3------------------------------4 
 Rarely or none                   Some or a little          Occasionally or a                   Most or all 
    of the time            of the time    moderate amount of time        of the time 
(less than 1 day)            (1-2 days)               (3-4 days)          (5-7 days) 
 
16. I enjoyed life. 
  1------------------------------2-------------------------------3------------------------------4 
 Rarely or none                   Some or a little          Occasionally or a                   Most or all 
    of the time            of the time    moderate amount of time        of the time 
(less than 1 day)            (1-2 days)               (3-4 days)          (5-7 days) 
 
 
17. I had crying spells. 
  1------------------------------2-------------------------------3------------------------------4 
 Rarely or none                   Some or a little          Occasionally or a                   Most or all 
    of the time            of the time    moderate amount of time        of the time 
(less than 1 day)            (1-2 days)               (3-4 days)          (5-7 days) 
 
 
18. I felt sad. 
  1------------------------------2-------------------------------3------------------------------4 
 Rarely or none                   Some or a little          Occasionally or a                   Most or all 
    of the time            of the time    moderate amount of time        of the time 
(less than 1 day)            (1-2 days)               (3-4 days)          (5-7 days) 
 
 
19. I felt that people dislike me. 
  1------------------------------2-------------------------------3------------------------------4 
 Rarely or none                   Some or a little          Occasionally or a                   Most or all 
    of the time            of the time    moderate amount of time        of the time 
(less than 1 day)            (1-2 days)               (3-4 days)          (5-7 days) 
 
 
20. I could not get “going.” 
  1------------------------------2-------------------------------3------------------------------4 
 Rarely or none                   Some or a little          Occasionally or a                   Most or all 
    of the time            of the time    moderate amount of time        of the time 
(less than 1 day)            (1-2 days)               (3-4 days)          (5-7 days 
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Views of Life 
 
Below is a list of statements dealing with your general feelings about your life overall. Please 
circle the number on the scale from 1 (Strongly disagree) to 7 (Strongly agree) that best 
represents how much you disagree or agree with the statement. 
 
1. In most ways my life is close to ideal. 
 1----------------2----------------3----------------4----------------5----------------6----------------7 
 Strongly       Disagree         Slightly   Neither agree        Slightly           Agree        Strongly 
 disagree         disagree    nor disagree          agree   agree 
 
 
2. The conditions of my life are excellent. 
 1----------------2----------------3----------------4----------------5----------------6----------------7 
 Strongly       Disagree         Slightly   Neither agree        Slightly           Agree        Strongly 
 disagree         disagree    nor disagree          agree   agree 
 
 
3. I am satisfied with my life. 
 1----------------2----------------3----------------4----------------5----------------6----------------7 
 Strongly       Disagree         Slightly   Neither agree        Slightly           Agree        Strongly 
 disagree         disagree    nor disagree          agree   agree 
 
 
4. So far I have gotten the important things I want in life. 
 1----------------2----------------3----------------4----------------5----------------6----------------7 
 Strongly       Disagree         Slightly   Neither agree        Slightly           Agree        Strongly 
 disagree         disagree    nor disagree          agree   agree 
 
 
5. If I could live my life over, I would change almost nothing.          
 1----------------2----------------3----------------4----------------5----------------6----------------7 
 Strongly       Disagree         Slightly   Neither agree        Slightly           Agree        Strongly 
 disagree         disagree    nor disagree          agree   agree 
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Coping 
 
The following statements deal with reactions you may have to various situations. Please 
circle the number on the scale from 1 (Not at all true) to 4 (Completely true) that best 
represents how true each of these statements is for you.  
 
1. I am a “take charge” person. 
  1---------------------------2---------------------------3---------------------------4 
 Not at all true      Barely true    Somewhat true Completely true 
 
2. I try to let things work out on their own. 
  1---------------------------2---------------------------3---------------------------4 
 Not at all true      Barely true    Somewhat true Completely true 
 
3. After attaining a goal, I look for another, more challenging one. 
  1---------------------------2---------------------------3---------------------------4 
 Not at all true      Barely true    Somewhat true Completely true 
 
4. I like challenges and beating the odds. 
  1---------------------------2---------------------------3---------------------------4 
 Not at all true      Barely true    Somewhat true Completely true 
 
5. I visualize my dreams and try to achieve them. 
  1---------------------------2---------------------------3---------------------------4 
 Not at all true      Barely true    Somewhat true Completely true 
 
6. Despite my numerous setbacks, I usually succeed in getting what I want. 
  1---------------------------2---------------------------3---------------------------4 
 Not at all true      Barely true    Somewhat true Completely true 
 
7. I try to pinpoint what I need to succeed. 
  1---------------------------2---------------------------3---------------------------4 
 Not at all true      Barely true    Somewhat true Completely true 
 
8. I always try to find a way to work around obstacles; nothing really stops me. 
  1---------------------------2---------------------------3---------------------------4 
 Not at all true      Barely true    Somewhat true Completely true 
 
9. I often see myself failing so I don’t get my hopes up too high. 
  1---------------------------2---------------------------3---------------------------4 
 Not at all true      Barely true    Somewhat true Completely true 
 
10. When I apply for a position, I imagine myself filling it.  
  1---------------------------2---------------------------3---------------------------4 
 Not at all true      Barely true    Somewhat true Completely true 
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11. I turn obstacles into positive experiences.  
  1---------------------------2---------------------------3---------------------------4 
 Not at all true      Barely true    Somewhat true Completely true 
 
12. If someone tells me I can’t do something, you can be sure I will do it. 
  1---------------------------2---------------------------3---------------------------4 
 Not at all true      Barely true    Somewhat true Completely true 
 
13. When I experience a problem I take the initiative in resolving it. 
  1---------------------------2---------------------------3---------------------------4 
 Not at all true      Barely true    Somewhat true Completely true 
 
14. When I have a problem, I usually see myself in a no-win situation. 
  1---------------------------2---------------------------3---------------------------4 
 Not at all true      Barely true    Somewhat true Completely true 
 
15. I often find ways to break down difficult problems into manageable components. 
  1---------------------------2---------------------------3---------------------------4 
 Not at all true      Barely true    Somewhat true Completely true 
 
16. I make a plan and follow it. 
  1---------------------------2---------------------------3---------------------------4 
 Not at all true      Barely true    Somewhat true Completely true 
 
17. I break down a problem into smaller parts and do one part at a time. 
  1---------------------------2---------------------------3---------------------------4 
 Not at all true      Barely true    Somewhat true Completely true 
 
18. I make lists and try to focus on the most important things first. 
  1---------------------------2---------------------------3---------------------------4 
 Not at all true      Barely true    Somewhat true Completely true 
-------------------------------------------CUT HERE------------------------------------------------------- 
                                                     Thank you for completing the survey!                                             CS-1 
We plan to follow up with a small number of women for an interview. We will be able to offer a $50 
gift card for your time in the interview. If you would be willing to be interviewed please include your 
contact information below and we will contact you to let you know if we are able to include you in the 
interview pool. 
 
Name  ___________________ Address___________________  
Phone number ___________________   ___________________  
E-mail   ___________________   ___________________    
 
Please let me know if there is anyone else you think would be willing to fill out this survey! 
 
Name  ___________________  Address___________________  
Phone number ___________________  ___________________  
E-mail   ___________________  ___________________  
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Appendix B 
Interview Guide (for participants who have experienced a government support loss) 
 
Introductory remarks 
 
Once again, thanks so much for filling out the survey [last month, week, etc.] and 
agreeing to talk more with me. As you know, I am interested in learning more about the 
ways families make decisions around work and use of benefits.  I think families may need 
more support than they get, but I really don’t know because not a lot of research has been 
done on the needs of families like yours.  So, I am relying on you to help me better 
understand what your lives are like, and what leaders in the community and the 
government could do to help make it better. 
 
Another reason I want to talk with you today is to learn if I’m asking the right questions 
about your family’s circumstances, and if I am asking questions in the right way.  You 
can help with this research by letting me know if I did not ask a question that you think is 
important to your family, or if the questions I asked were confusing.  I will use your 
suggestions to improve on this work. But please remember, your responses will be used 
for the purposes of research only and will be heard only by people involved in this 
research project. Also, you do not have to answer any questions that make you feel 
uncomfortable. 
 
[Informed consent here] 
[Audiotape consent here] 
Interview Questions 
 
 In the survey you noted that ________was the most troublesome benefit for 
you to lose. Can you tell me a bit more about losing this subsidy and what 
this meant to you? 
• Tell me more about how you made this decision. 
• How much did you think about this before it happened? 
• How did you weigh the pros and cons of this decision? 
• What did you do to balance the effects of this loss? 
• Why was this particular benefit more troublesome for you to lose than 
other benefits? 
 
 In the survey you said that you had [friends and family] that help your 
family out financially or with other types of support. Can you tell me more 
about these relationships? 
 Can you always rely on them for help? 
 Did any neighbors help? 
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 After you found out that you lost or were about to lose this benefit, what did 
you decide to do about your job (e.g. stay at your job, quit your job, or not 
accept the raise)? Can you tell me a bit more about this decision? 
• Do you have any concerns about working at this job?  
o Concerns may have to do with not having enough training to do the job; 
child care; getting to and from work.  
• Do you think this job has potential for promotion (“moving up”)?  
• Would you want to stay at this job? 
• Will it lead to another job? 
 Are you happy with this job, or would you prefer something different? 
 
 Do you think you did everything you could of have done to lessen the effect of 
losing this subsidy? 
 
 Looking back, do you wish you would have done anything differently? 
 
 Sounds like it was a difficult time for you, how do you think it was for your 
family? 
 How do you think your family is doing overall? 
 For families who are doing fine 
• Why are you doing fine, despite of all of the challenges you face? Where 
do you draw your strength?  
 For families who are not doing fine 
• What can be done to improve your situation? 
 
 Can you think of any possible solutions to the problems you, and others in 
the same situation as you are facing regarding the loss of benefits because of 
wage increases? 
• Governmental policies? 
• Personal strategies? Are you doing them? Why not? 
 
 Now I’m going to ask you a few general questions about how you view 
economic or financial independence and what your goals and aspirations are 
for the future. So, what does the term economic independence mean to you? 
 Do you feel economically independent now? Why or why not? 
 What would it look like to be fully economically independent? 
 Is this something you consider as a goal (if you don’t feel this way now)? 
 
 What services or programs would help you become more economically 
independent? 
 
 How can the government help you toward becoming economically 
independent? 
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 Are there any people that are role models for you or have inspired your 
decisions about work and/or education? 
 For example, any family, friends, or people in your community, etc. 
 
 What are your personal goals, plans, or aspirations? 
 Short-term: next 1-2 years 
 Long-term: next 5-10 years 
 What do you hope for your children’s future? 
Participant Debriefing 
Thank you so much for talking with me, I know how busy you are, so your 
willingness to spend time with me means a lot.  I also want to thank you for helping me 
to better understand how you make decisions around work and use of benefits.  What I 
would like to do is to combine your story with that of other families and put together an 
account for the leaders in the community and the government.  I hope these people will 
use this account to help better your lives.  You are welcome to a copy of it, if you want.  
I already told you that I’m still learning what questions to ask and how to ask 
them.  Is there anything important to you that I did not ask about?  Please take a moment 
to think about this, it would help a lot. Were any of the questions I asked confusing?  
How should I have worded them?    
A few families may worry about their circumstances as a result of talking about 
them.  Did anything we talked about cause you to worry?  I have some information that 
may help if you want it.  Is there any program we’ve not talked about today that you 
would like more information about? Here is a resource sheet that lists the names of places 
where you can go to get help or to learn more about assistance programs that may be 
available for you. [The interviewer will hand the participant the resource sheet]. Please 
remember that your responses will be kept confidential only to be seen by the research 
team and only used for research purposes. 
If you would like to see the report written up we would love to share it with you. 
Please let us know if you would like to see it and the best way to get the report to you. 
You are welcome to call me or Gilda Morelli a professor at Boston College if you 
have questions about the interview, or if you want information about government 
programs or services.  Here is a way to contact Gilda Morelli and I. [The researcher will 
give the participant a card with all the contact info on it.]   
May I call you if I have any more questions related to this work or future 
research? Once again, thank you so much for your time, and please take this as a small 
token of my appreciation. [The interviewer will give the participant a choice of gift card 
options.]  
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Interview Guide (for participants who have not experienced a government support loss) 
 
Introductory remarks 
 
Once again, thanks so much for filling out the survey [last month, week, etc.] and 
agreeing to talk more with me. As you know, I am interested in learning more about the 
ways families make decisions around work and use of benefits.  I think families may need 
more support than they get, but I really don’t know because not a lot of research has been 
done on the needs of families like yours.  So, I am relying on you to help me better 
understand what your lives are like, and what leaders in the community and the 
government could do to help make it better. 
 
Another reason I want to talk with you today is to learn if I’m asking the right questions 
about your family’s circumstances, and if I am asking questions in the right way.  You 
can help with this research by letting me know if I did not ask a question that you think is 
important to your family, or if the questions I asked were confusing.  I will use your 
suggestions to improve on this work. But please remember, your responses will be used 
for the purposes of research only and will be heard only by people involved in this 
research project. Also, you do not have to answer any questions that make you feel 
uncomfortable. 
 
 
[Informed consent here] 
[Audiotape consent here] 
Interview Questions 
 
 In the survey you noted that ________would be the most troublesome benefit 
for you to lose. Can you tell me a bit more about why losing this subsidy 
would be the most troublesome? 
• Tell me more about how you think you would make this decision about 
losing this subsidy. 
• How would you weigh the pros and cons of this decision? 
• What would you do to balance the effects of this loss? 
• Why would this particular benefit be more troublesome for you to lose 
than other benefits? 
 
 In the survey you said that you had [friends and family] that help your 
family out financially or with other types of support. Can you tell me more 
about these relationships? 
 Can you always rely on them for help? 
 Did any neighbors help? 
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 In the survey you said that you would (not take the pay raise or promotion and 
keep the benefit, take the pay raise or promotion and lose the benefit, find other 
sources of assistance, seek higher education or a job training program, find 
another job, or other). Can you tell me a bit more about why you would make 
this decision? 
• Does it have anything to do with your job? 
• Do you have any concerns about working at this job?  
o Concerns may have to do with not having enough training to do the job; 
child care; getting to and from work.  
• Do you think this job has potential for promotion (“moving up”)?  
• Would you want to stay at this job? 
• Will it lead to another job? 
 Are you happy with this job, or would you prefer something different? 
 
 Sounds like it would be a difficult decision for you, how do you think it would 
affect your family? 
 How do you think your family is currently doing overall? 
 For families who are doing fine 
• Why are you doing fine, despite of all of the challenges you face? Where 
do you draw your strength?  
 For families who are not doing fine 
• What can be done to improve your situation? 
 
 Can you think of any possible solutions to the problems you and others in the 
same situation as you are facing regarding the potential loss of benefits 
because of wage increases? 
• Governmental policies? 
• Personal strategies? Are you doing them? Why not? 
 
 Now I’m going to ask you a few general questions about how you view 
economic or financial independence and what your goals and aspirations are 
for the future. So, what does the term economic independence mean to you?  
 Do you feel economically independent now? Why or why not? 
 What would it look like to be fully economically independent? 
 Is this something you consider as a goal (if you don’t feel this way now)? 
 
 What services or programs would help you become more economically 
independent? 
 
 How can the government help you toward becoming economically 
independent? 
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 Are there any people that are role models for you or have inspired your 
decisions about work and/or education? 
 For example, any family, friends, or people in your community, etc. 
 
 What are your personal goals, plans, or aspirations? 
 Short-term: next 1-2 years 
 Long-term: next 5-10 years 
 
 What do you hope for your children’s future? 
Participant Debriefing 
Thank you so much for talking with me, I know how busy you are, so your 
willingness to spend time with me means a lot.  I also want to thank you for helping me 
to better understand how you make decisions around work and use of benefits.  What I 
would like to do is to combine your story with that of other families and put together an 
account for the leaders in the community and the government.  I hope these people will 
use this account to help better your lives.  You are welcome to a copy of it, if you want.  
I already told you that I’m still learning what questions to ask and how to ask 
them.  Is there anything important to you that I did not ask about?  Please take a moment 
to think about this, it would help a lot. Were any of the questions I asked confusing?  
How should I have worded them?    
A few families may worry about their circumstances as a result of talking about 
them.  Did anything we talked about cause you to worry?  I have some information that 
may help if you want it.  Is there any program we’ve not talked about today that you 
would like more information about? Here is a resource sheet that lists the names of places 
where you can go to get help or to learn more about assistance programs that may be 
available for you. [The interviewer will hand the participant the resource sheet].  Please 
remember that your responses will be kept confidential only to be seen by the research 
team and only used for research purposes. 
If you would like to see the report written up we would love to share it with you. 
Please let us know if you would like to see it and the best way to get the report to you. 
You are welcome to call me or Gilda Morelli a professor at Boston College if you 
have questions about the interview, or if you want information about government 
programs or services.  Here is a way to contact Gilda Morelli and I. [The researcher will 
give the participant a card with all the contact info on it.]   
May I call you if I have any more questions related to this work or future 
research? Once again, thank you so much for your time, and please take this as a small 
token of my appreciation. [The interviewer will give the participant a choice of gift card 
options.]  
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Tables 
Table 1. 
Demographic Information for All Participants 
  
All Survey 
Participants  
All Interview  
Participants 
Interview 
Participants 
Near Loss 
Interview 
Participants 
Far from 
Loss 
Average Age  31-years-old 38-years-old 40-years-old 35-years-old 
Race/Ethnicity         
     African American 45% 50% 75% 30% 
     Caucasian 18% 17% 12.5% 20% 
     Hispanic 27% 33% 12.5% 50% 
     Other  9% 0% 0% 0% 
Average Number of Children 
(Ranging from 0 to 9) 2 3 4 2 
Average Age of Children 
(Ranging from 10 months to 
34-years-old) 15-years-old 14-years-old 16-years-old 11-years-old 
Mean Household income 
(Ranging from $3,750-
$48,750) $21,250/year $28,500/year $25,625/year $31,875/year 
Highest Education Level         
     Some high school 5% 6% 12.5% 0% 
     High school diploma/GED 15% 17% 12.5% 20% 
     Some college 42% 39% 25% 50% 
     AA/Vocational degree  17% 17% 12.5% 20% 
     BA/BS degree 13% 17% 25% 10% 
     Graduate degree 3% 6% 12.50% 0% 
Employment Status         
     Full-time 48% 61% 37.5% 80% 
     Part-time 21% 28% 37.5% 20% 
     Unemployed 31% 11% 12.5% 10% 
     Student 27% 11% 25% 0% 
     Disability 17% 11% 25% 0% 
Partner Status         
     Never Married 44% 50% 37.5% 60% 
     Boyfriend/girlfriend 32% 22% 12.5% 30% 
     Married 12% 22% 25% 20% 
     Separated 3% 0% 0% 0% 
     Divorced 20% 22% 37.5% 10% 
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Table 3.  
Percentage Results for Social Support Measure of Monetary Support 
                                             
                                            Survey           Interview 
                                           (N=77)             (n=18) 
Provider and degree 
of support 
Monetary 
Support 
 
Percent 
Monetary 
Support 
 
Percent 
Spouse/Partner 
    Not applicable 
    Not at all 
    Somewhat 
    A great deal 
 
34% 
17% 
27% 
20% 
 
50% 
6% 
17% 
28% 
Close Friends 
    Not applicable 
    Not at all 
    Somewhat 
    A great deal 
 
18% 
27% 
37% 
17% 
 
17% 
33% 
44% 
6% 
Father or Mother 
    Not applicable 
    Not at all 
    Somewhat 
    A great deal 
 
20% 
18% 
28% 
32% 
 
17% 
22% 
22% 
39% 
Brother or Sister 
    Not applicable 
    Not at all 
    Somewhat 
    A great deal 
 
11% 
32% 
33% 
22% 
 
6% 
50% 
33% 
11% 
Neighbor 
    Not applicable 
    Not at all 
    Somewhat 
    A great deal 
 
37% 
47% 
13% 
1% 
 
33% 
56% 
11% 
0% 
Professional 
    Not applicable 
    Not at all 
    Somewhat 
    A great deal 
 
28% 
32% 
33% 
5% 
 
28% 
39% 
28% 
6% 
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Table 4.  
Percentage Results for Social Support Measure of Personal/Emotional Support 
                                             
                                            Survey           Interview 
                                           (N=77)             (n=18) 
Provider and degree 
of support 
Personal 
Support 
 
Percent 
Personal 
Support 
 
Percent 
Spouse/Partner 
    Not applicable 
    Not at all 
    Somewhat 
    A great deal 
 
35% 
11% 
15% 
35% 
 
39% 
11% 
6% 
44% 
Close Friends 
    Not applicable 
    Not at all 
    Somewhat 
    A great deal 
 
10% 
5% 
43% 
39% 
 
6% 
0% 
56% 
39% 
Father or Mother 
    Not applicable 
    Not at all 
    Somewhat 
    A great deal 
 
19% 
13% 
30% 
35% 
 
11% 
11% 
33% 
44% 
Brother or Sister 
    Not applicable 
    Not at all 
    Somewhat 
    A great deal 
 
10% 
31% 
35% 
20% 
 
6% 
56% 
28% 
11% 
Neighbor 
    Not applicable 
    Not at all 
    Somewhat 
    A great deal 
 
32% 
44% 
14% 
8% 
 
28% 
50% 
17% 
6% 
Professional 
    Not applicable 
    Not at all 
    Somewhat 
    A great deal 
 
25% 
14% 
41% 
18% 
 
22% 
11% 
56% 
11% 
 
 
 
 
 
124 
 
Table 5. 
Percentage Results for Usage of Social Support Network (N=77) 
Provider 
of support 
Who would you turn 
to if you were unable 
to pay your bills? 
 
Percent 
Who has helped you 
with monetary support 
in the past 6 months? 
 
Percent 
Government agency or 
welfare program 
38% 33% 
Private social service 
agency 
29% 15% 
Church or religious 
social service agency 
25% 13% 
Family member 57% 35% 
Friend 33% 22% 
Spouse, boyfriend/ 
girlfriend, or partner 
22% 15% 
Ex-spouse, ex-
boyfriend/ 
ex-girlfriend, or ex-
partner 
4% 3% 
Bank, credit union, or 
financial institution 
14% 10% 
No one 11% 20% 
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Table 6.  
Means, Standard Deviations, Minimum Score, and Maximum Score for Various 
Constructs in Survey and Interview Sample 
                                       Survey (N=77)     Interview (n=18) 
Scale M SD M            SD Minimum Maximum 
Social Support 22.90 7.76 23.27 7.37 0 41 
Proactive Coping 56.44 7.47 57.89 7.48 0 70 
GenHealth  3.16 1.09 3.56 .86 0 5 
GenHealthPrtnr 1.73 1.74 1.83 1.79 0 5 
GenHealthChild 3.06 1.07 3.50 1.15 0 5 
DiffPayBills 2.52 1.15 2.44 .78 0 5 
CutMeal 1.32 .57 1.50 .51 0 2 
CES-D 40.10 11.49 45.40 8.55 0 60 
LifeSatis 18.11 7.28 19.66 7.16 0 35 
 
Overall Well-being 90.35 19.35 98.94 17.20 0 130 
Note. GenHealth=General physical health measure for the participant and this was reverse scored. 
GenHealthPrtnr=General physical health measure for the participant’s partner and this was reverse scored. 
GenHealthChild= General physical health measure for the participant’s children and this was reverse 
scored. DiffPayBills=Difficulty paying bills in the past 6 months is the Financial Strain Index measure and 
this was reverse scored. CutMeal=Cutting a Meal in the past 6 months is the USDA Food Security measure. 
CES-D=Depressive Symptoms Total and items were reverse scored. LifeSatis=Satisfaction with Life Scale 
Total. 
 
